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ABSTRACT
Fat liberation is a political approach that was conceived in large part to address the material and
legal disenfranchisement of marginalized bodies — specifically fat, Black, and disabled women’s
bodies. In recent years, fatness has become commodifiable to the extent that the bodies with
relative proximity to thinness, whiteness, and ability are lauded as positive forms of
representation, especially within circles that promote body positivity as opposed to fat liberation.
This dynamic equates to commodity activism, wherein environments with expressly progressive
or political aims (like fat liberation) are co-opted by brands looking to own a portion of the social
cache associated with perceived progressiveness. This research paper employs both qualitative
and quantitative content analysis methods to ten TikTok videos concerning fat liberation and the
fashion industry. This research project set out to determine to what extent these political
discourses are impacted by commodity activism on TikTok. My findings indicate that these
discourses are significantly impacted, and also points to the illusive TikTok algorithm as further
complicating how conversations about fatness are received on the app. My analysis demonstrates
that while access to clothing that is some combination of trendy, affordable, and size-inclusive
can be a legitimately empowering experience, and this access absolutely should be free and equal
across body size, there is a limit to the so-called liberation that can be achieved solely through
collaboration with, and the celebration of, brands which offer something resembling
size-inclusive clothing ranges.

Keywords: Fat liberation, TikTok, content analysis, commodity activism, consumer activism
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I.

Introduction
The purpose of this research project is to ascertain whether notions of commodity

activism, to be defined later in this paper, have any noticeable impact on discourses
concerning fat liberation. I have chosen for this data to be collected on the social media
platform TikTok. This is primarily because TikTok is a new app, relative to other popular
sites like Instagram and Twitter. This means that while there are challenges specific to
TikTok with which this research will need to contend, it is also an opportunity to examine
how the app might be another factor shaping discourses of fat liberation. The
particularities of TikTok will be discussed in greater detail in the following literature
review.
My set of research questions is as follows: How are discourses surrounding fat
liberation on TikTok influenced by commodity activism? How does TikTok, its
functionalities, and its algorithmic biases impact/influence these discourses? What
patterns emerge among a sample of TikTok videos which identify themselves as relevant
to both fat liberation and fashion?
I will answer these research questions by beginning with a significant literature
review concerning the history of fatness in North America. This history will provide the
conceptual framework for my content analysis, and it is of central importance to the
integrity of this research. The literature review will also define relevant terminology and
provide sociocultural context. Following that, I will outline my methodology in detail,
including an explanation of why the videos selected for analysis were chosen, as well as a
discussion of the ethical considerations that arose while conducting research on TikTok.
Finally, I will provide an in-depth analysis of my findings, providing ample description
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and context for each of the videos selected for analysis. These findings will first be
discussed video-by-video, followed by a discussion of the general themes discovered in
the TikToks and their comments sections.

I.

Literature Review

Overview
Science Journalist Harriet Brown astutely observes that there is a fog of myth
surrounding cultural ideas about fatness and the science behind it, saying “complexity
doesn’t come across very well in headlines and sound bites. The nuances of research on
weight and health often get lost in the rhetoric” (Brown, 2015, p. xxx). Generalisations
and misconceptions around fatness, including the medicalization of fatness and the myth
of individual choice, will be specifically addressed in this literature review.
In this literature review, I will first discuss the historical context of fatness and
fatphobia. It should be noted here that fatness is simply a descriptive term, and refers to
“the abundance of adipose tissue, in which energy is stored in the form of fat cells”
(Burkhauser, & Cawley, 2008, p. 519). In this respect, terms like ‘fat’ and ‘fatness’ are
functional in nature and serve only to accurately describe one’s body size. That is, they
are not moral judgements about one's weight, rather an acknowledgement of an
“abundance” of fat, relative to prescriptive cultural and medical norms about how big
one’s body ought to be. These terms (as ‘fat’ has typically had negative connotations)
have also been reclaimed as either empowering or neutral markers of identity by fat
people. This is obviously a personal choice, and more subtle terms like ‘plus-size’ may be
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preferred by some. The cultural and medical standards around fatness, as well as
moralistic social norms around fatness, and how these terms are combated by fat
activists, will all be unpacked later in this literature review.
The aforementioned historical context of anti-fat bias in North America is of key
importance to my research, as the TikTok videos chosen for analysis have all been posted
by American creators, and the views of fatness in America may differ from those in other
parts of the world. This historical context provides insight on the roots of anti-fat bias
beginning in the mid to late nineteenth century, continuing through the early and
mid-twentieth century. This history created the conditions upon which anti-bias sits
today: anti-Black racism, fatphobia targeted primarily towards women, and presumptions
of over-consumption and laziness. All of this will be further examined in this literature
review. Within this grouping of historical literature, I will highlight research that
addresses the emergence of medical language regarding fatness, as well as the raced
history of fatness.
Following the historical review, I will unpack the theoretical underpinnings of my
research. Commodity activism, commodity feminism, and neoliberalism impact fat
discourses today, and are also determined by the opposing force of fat liberation, which,
among other things, criticizes “mistreatment by commercial and sexist interests”
(Rothblum & Solovay, Ed., 2009, p. 341). Within this section, I will analyze the impact
of visibility as activism, both within and outside of digital spaces.
Following that, I will draw my attention to specific concerns on race and class in
regards to fatness. That being said, race and ethnicity will be discussed throughout this
paper, as the issue of fatness is heavily gendered and racialized. Specifically, the

4
anti-Black roots of fatphobia and the prominence of Jewish activists within the earliest
instances of fat liberation groups will be examined in relation to fat activism today.
Finally, I will end this literature review with an overview of scholarly work in fat
studies that emphasises digital media, drawing particular attention to my research site:
TikTok. I will then conclude by discussing some of the particularities of my work,
including my research question.
Before continuing it should be noted that terms like ‘fatphobia’, ‘anti-fat bias’, and
“weight bias” (Fuller, Ed., 2021, pg. 131), which are commonly used to describe cultural
attitudes about fatness and discrimination against fat people, will be used throughout this
paper. These terms do not always capture the full scope of this discrimination, and other
terms, like “fat-hatred” and “fat-panic” (Syed, 2019, p. 3), more successfully do so and
will also be used throughout this research. Critically, these ‘phobias’ and ‘-isms’, at times
wrongly imply that culturally negative attitudes towards fat people are just one
component of culture or society, as opposed to something much more insidious. The
intersection of these many positionalities and structural forces are of key importance to
my research.
Historical context
It should be noted that while this literature review is organised thematically, some
works appearing in this first ‘history’ section also appear in additional later sections. This
is due to the fact that many works in the area of fat studies are situated within specific
historical contexts. So, while a work like Henneberg’s Fat Liberation in the First World:
Lucille Clifton and the New Body is largely focused on the components of anti-Black
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racism that are central to many forms of anti-fat bias, it also appears in the following
section focused primarily on history. That the inclusion of historical context is central to
so much of the extant literature in the area of fat studies demonstrates that the historical
overview included in my research is necessary context in understanding current,
contemporary issues around fatness. Essentially, fat studies does not exist in a vacuum.
Historical context is integral to fat studies research, and most works I have come across
while conducting this research also contain a similar context. While my work expands on
the connection between extant literature and consumerism in this relatively niche corner
of the internet, it is based on the accepted understanding that historical context is key to
addressing contemporary issues.
There are many misconceptions about where anti-fat bias comes from. In Western
culture, its roots began forming far earlier than is commonly understood. Weight bias is
an inextricable element of racism, capitalism, and Christianity (Henneberg, 2018). These
factors may be more often viewed as parallel ‘things’ which are largely composed of
individual actions and biases based on individual prejudices. The fat studies literature
referenced in this paper suggests the opposite: these factors are symptomatic of systems
of oppression which form the entire foundation of our current culture. Anti-fat bias is
very much a part of current, Western culture.
Many of our current Western cultural ideas around fatness can quite convincingly be
connected to Christianity and Puritanism, where the sin of gluttony was combated
through dieting and bodily restriction (Stearns, 2002). While this is a point of note within
Christianity, it is not limited exclusively to the Christian tradition, as it is not only
Christianity that practices fasting and food restriction (Gerber, Hill & Manigault-Bryant,
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2015). That being said, the restriction and regulation of food, including fasting, are often
connected to Christian notions of purity (Gerber, et al., 2015). Additionally, there is a
connection “between fasting and gender in the Christian tradition”, which has been
further exacerbated by instances of religious leaders attempting to “capitalize on the
presumed associations between body size and spiritual enlightenment by penning
faith-based weight loss books” (Gerber, et al., 2015, p. 85). The notion of restrictiveness
was initially functional in nature, but later glamourized in the early nineteenth century,
when romanticism made fashionable the concept of thinness and ethereality, introducing
“ideals of slender, ethereal beauty” (Stearns, 2002, p. 6). One such example is the
emergence of a “willowy” or “frail” look within the New York City fashion scene at that
time (Stearns, 2002, p. 7).
A sort of infrastructure was then built to support these aspirations, ensuring that this
trend would not simply dissipate. This infrastructure was, and remains to this day, largely
medical and moral in basis. Cultural concerns around the negative health impacts caused
by overeating now superseded religious fears around sin and gluttony (Stearns, 2002). In
the mid-nineteenth century an increase in restrictive dieting and reports of eating
disorders among women spurred from this particular concern around excessive eating,
partially because women were encouraged to corset themselves in order to achieve an
unnaturally small waist (Stearns, 2002, p. 7). Of course, weighing less made this task
more manageable. This demonstrates a clear link between cultural ideas around health
and food consumption (Gilman, 2015).
The moral, medical, and aspirational/fashionable basis surrounding thinness and
fatness are important to note, as they comprise the basis still for a culture which continues
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to generate significant anti-fat bias today. That being said, it is worth noting that
previously long-lasting beauty ideals surrounding ‘plumpness’ did not immediately go
out of fashion as the culture of anti-fat bias began to emerge, although this change did
eventually happen (Oliver, 2006; Stearns, 2002). Take, for example, the women featured
in the works of baroque painter Peter Paul Rubens. These women were eponymously
described as “rubenesque”, in contrast to current beauty standards (Sweet, 2014). These
painted representations are still often looked upon fondly, and are seen as works that
sanctioned “the aesthetic viability of fat individuals by temporarily conferring on them
the cultural approval and visibility enjoyed by their painted counterparts” (Sweet, 2014,
p. 131). Note that this nostalgia is still a centring of whiteness in the western visual
canon. When vague notions of ‘the past’ are framed as a sort of Eden for fat women in
their ability to be visually appreciated en masse by the public, it incorrectly assumes that
fat women were “uniformly privileged”, and enjoyed broad cultural acceptance and
celebration at the time (Sweet, 2014, p. 136).
A New York Times archival piece from 1977 reflected on this belief, stating that “ for
about 400 years, roughly between 1500 and 1900, bodily weight… had a strong visual
appeal”, adding that “it was considered not only beautiful but natural to look physically
substantial” (Hollander, 1977). While this piece was written over forty years ago, I
believe this belief about the aesthetics of fatness in the past continues today. This is a
misguided belief, as Rubens painted his eponymous figures more so to demonstrate
impressive artistic skill by rendering versions of an idealized form, rather than a true
signal of cultural appreciation for fatness outside of these works — which Sweet notes
essentially amount to a seventeenth century version of photoshop (2014).
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Similarly, the earlier works of sixteenth century Renaissance painter Albrecht Durer
featured ‘fleshy’ and ‘plump’ women, with the caveat that they appear smooth and,
crucially, proportional in their fatness. In this way, body shape was just as important as
size (Strings, 2019, p. 16). Durer, along with other artists, also recorded through their
works the movement of the slave trade in Europe. Sweet notes that in these major cities,
“black women often appear in meditations on beauty” which tended to highlight
“well-proportioned and plump” physiques, despite the belief that their “distinctive” facial
features detracted from their bodies (2014, p. 17). Categorization based on race
associated with particular bodily and facial features became prominent. These
categorizations were mutually exclusive, supporting eugenicist theories and practices
which stated that “white people were innately and physiologically distinct from black
people” (Sweet, 2014, p. 71). In these examples, Sweet demonstrates what she argues are
two essential histories related to fatness and thinness: “the rise of the transatlantic slave
trade and the spread of protestantism” (2014, p. 6). These together form the basis of
anti-fat bias, something that has its origins in anti-Black racism (Henneberg, 2018). It is
important to note that these histories are not things of the past, or artifacts to objectively
study. Rather, they lay the basis for a “fear of fatness [that] commonly targets low-income
women of colour, and especially black women'' (Sweet, 2014, p. 5). Commodification of
activist environments that contain these discourses are then clearly complicated and
problematized by this history.
In the late nineteenth century in Canada, the Adulteration Act was introduced, which
was an attempt to regulate nutrition (Mitchinson, 2018). By the early twentieth century,
these efforts ramped up, “providing legislative framework” to support the regulation of
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food (Mitchinson, 2018, p. 27). Previously, the emphasis had been on combating
malnutrition, although this was starting to change. In the 1920s in Canada, nutritionists
and health magazines began to suggest certain food or diets were better than others, and
could lead to weight loss as well as weight gain (Mitchinson, 2018). An increased lack of
access to healthy foods were attributed to increasing urbanization, as well as a general
unawareness of what constituted best eating habits (Mitchinson, 2018). With the increase
in mass production following World War II, pre-packaged and frozen foods became
common regardless of their lacking nutritional value and English-only labels, which
made it more difficult for Indigenous people, immigrants, and other non-English speakers
to successfully navigate the grocery store (Mitchinson, 2018). Aside from language
barriers and differences in product packaging (e.g. the common sight of bulk packaging
in some parts of Europe versus smaller, pre-packaged portions of the same foods in
Canada), food is also important on an emotional level. Mitchinson notes that a lack of
cultural food options in Canadian grocery stories made it difficult for some immigrants to
maintain connections to their countries (2018).
It should be noted that at this time, food itself alongside food regulation, is an
inherently political issue. From this point in the mid-twentieth century onward, a
noticeable shift had occurred regarding fatness. An important moment came in the 1970s,
when researchers began adopting the Body Mass Index (BMI), regardless of the fact that
it had been introduced nearly 150 years prior by a Belgian mathematician who wished to
study “trends in population, not in people” (Brown, 2015, p. 10). A person’s BMI is
calculated by dividing their weight by their height (Gard & Wright, 2005), which is then
used to categorize individuals into categories which are meant to determine whether this
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person falls into a ‘normal’ weight range, or whether they can be categorized as
‘underweight’, ‘overweight’, ‘obese’, and so on (Gard & Wright, 2005, p. 93). The
ranges above ‘normal’ correspond to health risks that are range in their descriptions from
‘increased’ health risks, to ‘moderate’, ‘severe’, and ‘very severe’ (Gard & Wright, 2005,
p. 93). The BMI measurement is problematic for several reasons. Gard and Wright point
out that BMI “does not account for the differences in percentages of body fat for the same
BMI in different ethnic groups, nor for variation in human physique (size and amount of
fat, muscle and bone)” (2005, p. 93). Despite these significant shortcomings, the BMI
measurement is still the most common measure of fatness (Gard & Wright, 2005).
These concerns became bolstered by the scientific community, as the moral
implications of food consumption and weight began to adopt the language of
biomedicine. While the aforementioned cultural concerns about weight and food
consumption were becoming more common by the mid-nineteenth century, the language
around ‘obesity’, and existential concerns about childhood obesity, for instance, did not
come to be until later. While the current medicalization of fatness (especially as it occurs
in non-medical settings) will be discussed in more depth later, it is worth noting several
things at this point. First, the historical context noted above created the environment that
has allowed for moral panic around the so-called ‘obesity epidemic’ (Gard & Wright,
2005, p. 13). Additionally, much of this panic is based on science that has progressed far
less over time than in other scientific disciplines. This essentially created a “perpetual
loop”, in that the discipline has resigned itself to the idea that the human body is
essentially an unchanging artifact, causing them to ask “the same questions and
producing slight variations on the same answers” (Gard & Wright, 2005, p. 69). While
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there are differing approaches to medical research on ‘obesity’, the positivist approach of
biomedicine perpetuates the idea that there is an objective truth (such as the notion that
‘fat is bad’) which can be identified and subsequently ‘solved’ (Oliver, 2006, p. 37).
While my research is certainly not medical in nature, it will nevertheless answer similar
gaps in social justice literature. These gaps are most common in regards to the
commodification of fat women.
Clinical terms like ‘obesity’ are thought to be generally correct and beneficial by
both the scientific medical community and the media (Oliver, 2006). That is, they frame
fatness as an inherently medical concern and, by extension, an illness (Oliver, 2006).
Where the diagnosis of many illnesses leads to an outpouring of sympathy, this is not the
case with fatness, or ‘obesity’. This is because, crucially, fatness is specifically framed as
an illness that can and should be overcome through hard work and self control (Gilman,
2008). To be fat, then, is to make a series of poor personal decisions in regards to food
consumption and physical activity (Oliver, 2006). Per Oliver, fatness eventually became
“an indicator of weak will and mind, a marker of sloth, and a badge denoting the failure
of self-control and restraint” (2006, p. 68). This is an especially complicated problem for
women, as standards of beauty are not abstract or unquantifiable — they are instructional
and specific. They necessitate, among many things, thinness. Notions of personal choice
represent how the fat body is representative of neoliberal ideals. Despite many of the
promises made by the diet industry, it is nevertheless known that “dieting leads to weight
gain over time” (Tovar, 2018, p. 28). Fatness, when framed as a personal failing, even
while it is not a choice for many people, provides shelter from the task of examining the
structural conditions of neoliberalism.
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Neoliberalism
Neoliberalism, as described by David Harvey, is “a theory of political economic
practices” that advocates the production output of the individual, based on the notion that
the potential of the individual’s skills can be realized when the state strongly, but without
too much interference, ensures that “private property rights, free markets, and free trade”
are upheld and maintained (2005, p. 2). It is clear, then, that the aforementioned framing
of fatness as a personal failing echoes neoliberalism’s obsession with individual actions
and responsibilities.
While the history of anti-fat bias predates the emergence of neoliberalism, there is
undoubtedly a connection between the two given that they are both inextricably linked to
consumerism and capitalism. Within neoliberalism, businesses are treated as individual
people with all the associated rights and freedoms (Harvey, 2005). Additionally,
corporations are supported in neoliberalism by the belief “that the elimination of poverty
(both domestically and worldwide) can best be secured through free markets and free
trade” (Harvey, 2005, p. 65). As will be demonstrated by the analysis of my data in this
paper, consumerism is sometimes positioned as an avenue through which fat people can
achieve liberation. Since it can be difficult to access trendy and affordable clothing that is
also size-inclusive, discovering brands that provide this can be a legitimately freeing
experience.
Then, there is also the matter of asymmetric power. Per Harvey, there is a
presumption of equal access to information, wherein there is no such asymmetry, and
where it is wrongly believed that individuals are able “to make rational economic
decisions in their own interests” (Harvey, 2005, pg. 68). In reality, those with more access
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to information also enjoy greater power (Harvey, 2005). There exists a similar
assumption that access to clothing is equal across the general population, but this is
untrue. The power that is afforded to straight-size individuals is the ability to decide
where and how to purchase clothing: they might opt to spend more on pieces that come
from ‘ethical’ companies, or to shop at cheaper, fast-fashion retailers if they have a
smaller budget. This again places the emphasis on the individual, and assumes that every
person has an equal opportunity to participate in the market place. Where neoliberal
ideals would suggest that those who cannot afford to participate should simply ‘work
harder’, the lack of access to size-inclusive clothing also suggests that those who do not
have enough clothing options to participate in the retail marketplace should apply that
‘work harder’ mentality to weight loss in order to participate. Thinking back to earlier
discussions of the individual blame placed on fat people, it is not surprising that the
responsibility to access to the retail marketplace is also then placed on the individual. Fat
people have a greatly diminished ability to make these sorts of decisions with ease, as the
number of retailers that carry plus-size clothing in either of these instances is far less than
those which carry standard sizing. This is also to say nothing of the power that
straight-size people have over their identity and appearance in a way that many fat people
do not. While this research will not examine theories around identity and subculture as
they relate to fashion, it should be noted, as is stated throughout this paper, that access to
clothing is an important issue in regards to both the functional use of clothing (to cover
and protect oneself), and the personal, aesthetic value in being able to project one’s own
identity as a matter of self-expression.
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On the topic of ‘common sense’ versus ‘good sense’, David Harvey states that
“cultural and traditional values… and fears… can be mobilized to mask other realities”
(2005, p. 39). Where common sense often benefits the powers that be and is “constructed
out of long-standing practices of cultural socialization”, good sense instead entails critical
analysis with those same practices, grappling with the accepted notion that something is,
in fact, ‘common sense’ (Harvey, 2005, p. 39). Without critical analysis ‘common sense’
ideas are weaponized, which can "disguise real problems under cultural prejudices”
(Harvey, 2005, p. 39). As will continue to be discussed throughout this literature review,
fat-panic and fat-hatred have become the norm, or ‘common sense’ cultural attitude,
supported by positivist medical science wherein the ‘uncommon sense’ of fatness is
attributed to a series of poor personal decisions. This cultural attitude is exemplified by
the reactions in the comments sections of several TikTok videos which will be analyzed
later. Instead of employing ‘good sense’ by questioning why, for example, there is a lack
of clothing options for fat people, some commenters participate in the classification of
fatness as a personal failing, suggesting that the discrimination faced by fat people could
be avoided if only they chose not to be fat in the first place.
The medical history of fat-panic as outlined above is central to the history of fatness
as a whole. It is no surprise, then, that fat activism and fat liberation emerge around the
same time as cultural concerns around fatness.
Commodity Activism, Commodity Feminism, Consumerism, and Fat Activism
Fat activism (and fat liberation specifically) should be understood fully so it is clear
what exactly is being commodified by brands. In the 1960s, what is now known as the
National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance (NAAFA), an American organization,
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was founded to challenge oppressive and anti-fat forms of discrimination (Gerson, 2022).
A more radical answer to NAAFA was the Fat Underground, which would go on to
produce the Fat Liberation Manifesto in 1978, a list of statutes addressing fatphobia and
discrimination, which they viewed as civil rights issues (Gerson, 2022). Most of these
statutes are political in nature: “WE believe that fat people are fully entitled to human
respect and recognition”, “WE see our struggle as allied with the struggles of other
oppressed groups against classism, racism, sexism, ageism, financial exploitation,
imperialism and the like”, and “WE refuse to be subjugated to the interests of our
enemies. We fully intend to reclaim power over our bodies and our lives. We commit
ourselves to pursue these goals together” (Rothblum & Solovay, Ed., 2009, p. 341-342).
It is also worth exploring the fact that the writings of the Fat Underground, along
with many other early writings on fatness, came from Jewish women (Gerson, 2022).
That a group like the Fat Underground had a strong contingent of Jewish women can be
attributed to the need to challenge fatphobia based on Western beauty ideals (Gerson,
2022). For example, Rabbi Minna Bromberg equates diet culture to religious idolatry. She
notes that diet culture specifically urges the internalization of American beauty standards
regardless of an individual’s cultural or ethnic heritage outside of America or the Western
world (Gerson, 2022, p. 140).
One of the members of the Fat Underground, Judith Stein, even noted that the
organization worked on assessing medical literature and finding information on “failure
rates of diets… damage done by diets… lack of clear correlation between fat and ill
health”, and that these exercises “revealed that the causation was scientifically false”
(Gerson, 2022, p. 141). While fat activism today appears to focus less on formal groups
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and more so on activism through the individual and informal collectives or communities,
fat activist groups do still exist. There are several relatively recent examples of formal
groups that have been recognized by writers and academics, like Pretty, Porky, and Pissed
Off (PPPO) and the Fat Femme Mafia (Johnston & Taylor, 2008).
The history of fat activism is especially important, as fat liberation is sometimes
defined against the concept of ‘body positivity’. While these terms may be
interchangeable to some, they have real differences in their goals and approaches to
fat-panic and weight-bias. Where fat liberation is more focused on the legal issues
associated with intersectionality, like recognizing solidarity with other oppressed people
on the basis of racism, classism, and imperialism (Gerson, 2022), body positivity has a
more singular focus on an individual’s ability to feel positively about one’s own “weight
and size”, and therefore has been more commodified by brands than has fat liberation and
its expressly political aims (Tovar, 2018, p. 125). We can see, then, how body positivity
can uphold neoliberalism both through its marketability and emphasis on the individual
rather than the systemic.
Per Roopali Mukherjee and Sarah Banet-Weiser, commodity activism states that
consumerism and other various forms of activism have, in many ways, a symbiotic
relationship (Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser, 2012). Consumerism has shifted the context
that activist groups and movements operate within (Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser, 2012).
This is especially true in fat online spaces. In these environments, a major focus is placed
on identifying trendy, size-inclusive clothing brands. It should be acknowledged here that
terms like ‘trendy’ can be subjective, as multiple trends can occur at the same time, and
any one person may not be interested in all of them. Even a term like ‘size-inclusive’,
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which should be an objective and pre-determined category, is often misused to the benefit
of a particular brand. It is also worth noting that there are two main categories of
women’s clothing in the United States and Canada relevant to this research: straight size
clothing, which is defined as sizes 00-12, and plus-size clothing, which is defined as size
14 and above (Fuller, Ed., 2021). Claims of ‘size-inclusivity’ are often made by brands
hoping to appear progressive in their vague claims of ‘making clothing for everyone’, and
so on.
There are several examples of brands making such claims. In cases of “size
appropriation” (Downing Peters, 2018), wherein a brand either makes these claims
explicitly by openly stating they are extending their size-range, or by implying this is the
case through use of plus-size models in marketing materials, one of two things might
happen. First, a company might feature a plus-size model, but have extremely limited, or
no plus-size options whatsoever. To appear size-inclusive, some brands will create
marketing materials that feature plus-size models. Tonic points to popular indie brand
House of Sunny as a recent example of just this. As recently as 2021 the brand utilized
plus-size models in their marketing materials on Instagram, despite not having an
extended-size range (Tonic, 2021). In fact, their size range is quite standard and runs only
from sizes XS-XL (Tonic, 2021).
The second way a brand might participate in size appropriation is by featuring a
model who is slightly bigger relative to other straight-size models — but who is not
actually considered plus-size. Such was the case with American retailer Madewell. In
2018, the company began advertising their extended-size line of jeans by posting a photo
on their Instagram of a model who would typically wear a size ten or twelve (Downing
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Peters, 2018). There were a high number of positive comments on the post, and the
campaign was celebrated as a positive step forward for women’s fashion (Downing
Peters, 2018). In reality, Madewell’s extended-sizing was only available online and not in
stores. Additionally, the clothing was shown only on relatively thin models, and there was
an extremely limited number of items in the campaign, all of which sold out
expeditiously (Downing Peters, 2018). It was also later discovered that based on the
measurements of the items in the campaign, the pieces should have been labelled as
something closer to a size fourteen, and not the size twenty that Madewell had proudly
advertised (Downing Peters, 2018).
Digital social media, and TikTok in particular, is especially well formatted to
facilitate this type of commodity activism and commodity feminism. Creators establish a
relationship with their audience wherein they can commiserate with their following about
having trouble finding trendy, affordable clothing in their size. This is the basis for
dissecting the impact of consumerism within the TikToks of fat content creators. Within
content that contains discussions of brands or include paid sponsorships, an emphasis by
the creators that the brand is ‘size-inclusive’ is fairly common. Additionally, they may
note the brand having an impressive size range, or commending the brand for similar
aspects of their products or company overall. For this reason, attention economies within
digital, non-traditional media, need to be understood differently than those within
traditional media (Marshall, 2021). Broadly, the attention economy necessitates that
“individuals produced stock-like value in their capacity to influence, their ability to draw
other influential people, and a determination of their future value in capital-like
exchanges” (Marshall, 2021, p. 166). Digital attention economies, then, are “driven by
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the dispersal of content and sharing via the internet” as opposed to the traditional
understanding that attention economies are “organized and structured by traditional mass
media” (Marshall, 2021, p. 166). These economies signal “the increasing normalization
of the commodification of the individual [which] can be seen in a structure of emulation
that occurs... across the globe” (Marshall, 2021, p. 168).
First, there are an extremely low number of fat celebrities who achieve the status of
which Marshall spoke. Second, elements of community, whether in branded or
consumer-focused content or not, tend to be foregrounded in these spaces. Creators might
take issue with brands for lack of inclusive sizing, call attention to fatphobic content or
comments on TikTok, or discuss representations of fatness in popular culture. In any case,
a strong emphasis is placed on framing inconsistencies in brand behaviour (exemplified
earlier in the critiques of House of Sunny and Madewell) as wrongs that have been
committed against a community, as opposed to an individual. These brands did not just
harm one person who may have seen their images, but contributed to fatphobic values in
the fashion industry that harm a group of people.
The takeaway here, then, is that there is a heightened awareness of systemic and
structurally oppressive forces within fat communities. This should not be surprising when
the historical context discussed in this literature review is taken into consideration. I
argue that fat people are likely to discuss community impacts in their content because,
generally speaking, they have to be aware that shortcomings by brands, television shows,
and so on, necessarily impact many people. To further exemplify this, we can revisit the
fat liberation manifesto, mentioned earlier. Each point in the manifesto emphasizes the
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plural “WE”, and all points speak to injustices faced by fat people as a group, not on an
individual level.
This collective call to action is particularly interesting because of the neoliberal focus
of commodity activism. Fat content creators and communities challenge the conclusions
of some literature on this topic. While commodification is certainly directed towards
these groups, it is not typically done so with an emphasis on the individual. That being
said, per Schorb, neoliberalism is focused also on restriction, maintenance, and
self-governance (2022). Thinking back to discussions of neoliberalism in the history
section of this literature review, it is also true, then, that fatness is seen as a personal
failing within neoliberalism (Schorb, 2022; Bailey, 2010). But do fat women have a
choice other than to be assessed according to the ideological presuppositions of
neoliberalism? Per Murray, “emergent neoliberal postfeminist citizens link meanings of
empowerment and choice to ideological and material consumption” (2013, p. 86). If fat
women are searching for trendy clothing in their size, especially when looking for
affordable options, they need to do a tremendous amount of research to source this
information, which can often include following creators who post branded content, or
‘clothing haul’ videos, wherein the “excessive consumption” is demonstrated by the
creator showing a large amount of clothing they have purchased (Schöps, Reinhardt &
Hemetsberger, 2022, p. 91). Understanding this element and the crossroads at which
many fat women find themselves will be key to my analysis. In critiquing neoliberalism
in previously activist-oriented discourses, my analysis will be focused on examining the
context in which this content exists, as opposed to making broad generalizations about
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the motivations of the fat community on TikTok, although some critiques and analysis to
that effect will be made when appropriate.
Sarah Banet-Weiser writes in Authentic that “those feminisms that are most easily
commodified and branded are those that become most visible. This means, most of the
time, that the popular feminism that is most visible is that which is white, middle-class,
cisgendered, and heterosexual” (2012, p. 13). Mainstream conversations of fatness are
often shrouded in the language and motivations of commodity feminism. Outside of the
mainstream, like in communities of fatness (informal groups comprised of fat individuals,
who, in part, discuss anti-fat bias) on TikTok, this is also the case, although sometimes
with more emphasis on co-opting the language of fat liberation and fat activism. This
increased visibility is a form of “popular feminism” (Banet-Weiser, 2012, p. 2), which
then in turn is viewed as a new object or market for commodification (Banet-Weiser,
2012; Repo, 2020). Repo identifies that feminists and activists have long criticized the
fashion and beauty industries, more so on the grounds of being inherently oppressive than
any failure to be ‘inclusive’ in their products or branding materials (2020). This history of
criticism, then, actually presents “a particular analytical problem in the research area of
commodity activism” (Repo, 2020, p. 217), because any critiques of these industries now
have to contend with the fact that the industries are, to some extent, marketing themselves
as an answer to oppressive conditions which they helped build (Repo, 2020). This
dynamic is particularly problematic when discussing fatness, as the brands that
participate in size appropriation, as discussed earlier, tend to produce empty marketing
that position their companies as an answer to the problem of size-inclusivity, which are
conditions that the fashion industry has long produced and up-held.
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Just as with the Baroque and Renaissance penchant for depicting rubenesque white
women in their works, so too does the fashion industry primarily centre depictions of
fatness that appeal to white, Christian standards of beauty. For example, Reina Lewis
explores how fat Muslim women navigate the global fashion industry. Brands have
attempted to ‘glocalize’ their products for a variety of locations, “adjusting sizing,
colours, fabrics to accommodate variables of climate and presumed norms of body shape
and size” (Lewis, 2019, p. 246). Even still, the culture in which negative, racist views
about Muslim women, and Black Muslim women in particular, persists even with greater
offerings for marginalized people and bodies (Lewis, 2019). For instance, modest
clothing for plus-size women produces a “double stigma in fashion terms; it can also be
rendered a failure of modesty in religious terms” (Lewis, 2019, p. 258). This is because
fat bodies are regularly categorized as both sexual and ‘obscene’, due to the curvaceous
shape that is often viewed as aggressively sexual — even in objectively unsexual
contexts (Lewis, 2019, p. 258).
The Dove Real Beauty campaign ostensibly aimed to address self-esteem issues of
women and girls, foregrounding the ‘social justice’ orientation of the project
(Banet-Weiser, 2012, p. 15). On the Real Beauty website, women and girls were invited
to vote on how descriptors should be attributed to models of varying shapes and sizes,
and “through their consumer-generated content, they help build the brand”
(Banet-Weiser, 2012, p. 39). Brands are likely to align themselves with creators willing to
use the more marketable body positive approach to content around fatness, as opposed to
the expressly political aims of fat liberation. Just like Dove, body positivity does not
require the answers to difficult questions regarding how those brands and industries
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regularly reinforce fat-hatred. Instead, it focuses on how their products not only help the
consumer ‘feel better’ about their bodies, but empower them to think more positively
about themselves. The participatory element described above is also key. While
consumers on TikTok are not voting on which set of adjectives best describe models
(who, even in the Dove campaign often maintain relative proximity to conventions of
beauty), they might feel obligated to support brands with size-inclusive ranges. The
individual is encouraged to consume not just because the product will add a benefit to
that person’s life, but also that the individual is then supporting a brand that essentially
positions itself as participating only vaguely in capitalism. As Johnston and Taylor assert,
“consumer culture… is not a mass market of uniform products and cultural conformity
but a realm of niche markets where consumers achieve distinction through specialized
identities and lifestyles” (2008, p. 947). This is a benefit for companies, as it allows them
to tap into and commodify cultural disillusionment with a society defined by something
other than the individual, by aligning themselves with this sense of disillusionment
(Johnston & Taylor, 2008). These brands are not just commodifying fat liberation and
body positivity, but are presenting themselves as authentic for doing so (Banet-Weiser,
2012).
Race and Class
The highly gendered nature of fat-hatred and fat-panic have been noted, but much of
the fat studies literature also makes it a point to discuss the raced and classed elements in
this field of study. As noted in the historical context of this literature review, current
Western cultural notions of beauty are based on Eurocentric beauty standards that rely on
eugenicist ideas about racial classification and categorization based on physical
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attributes, which specifically targets Black women. Commodifying activist language
around issues like anti-Black racism equate to “woke washing”, wherein “brands tap into
issues concerning commercialized notions of feminism, equality and Black social justice
activism, as part of marketing that primarily upholds the neoliberal idea that achievement
and social change requires individual ambition and consumption” (Sobande, 2020, p.
2739). A significant amount of the extant scholarly work concerning cultural elements of
fatphobia (as opposed to those that exclusively discuss the medicalization of fatness in
scientific, positivist terms) discuss the racist history and intent of fat-hatred, and so this
focus is appropriate for my research as well.
Discussion around class and status will emerge in my work, for two central reasons.
First, there are inextricable links between fat-panic and classism; and two, discussions of
commodification necessitate discourse around class and an understanding of the material
position in which the average fat person might find themselves. As previously discussed
in this literature review, a person’s BMI is unconvincingly connected to their actual levels
of physical health. Here, I am using the BMI not to account for health, but to account for
broad generalizations about weight in order to further the point that has been reiterated
throughout this paper that factors like race, class, and gender are not merely a set of
unrelated social positions. Let us note now that, in America, groups with a lower
socioeconomic status tended to find themselves in a higher BMI range, and that “because
people of colour... tend to be poorer than whites, the association between lower SES and
higher BMIs extends to people of colour as well” (Donaghue, 2014, p. 8). Additionally,
fatness, along with “gender and social class, share a gradient”, meaning that there exists
evidence that “poor women are more likely to be impoverished as a result of their body
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size” (Warin, 2015, p. 64). Given that my research will include analysis of consumerism
and the commodification of fatness, theoretical dimensions regarding class are of central
importance.
The variety of concerns around weight have long been of special interest to the
American middle-class in particular (Gilman, 2008; Stearns 2002). In Fat Politics, J. Eric
Oliver points to the white middle-class as especially fearful and disdainful of fatness,
their prejudices further facilitated by medicalized language. He says, for example, that
“more than a quarter of college students believe that becoming fat is the worst thing that
could happen to a person”, and that “a majority of college-educated adults think that
obese people are weak willed and lazy” (Oliver, 2006, p. 61). By the mid-twentieth
century, anti-fat bias was common among white middle-class families, encouraged by a
flurry of fad diets and exercise crazes (Oliver, 2006). This was aided by the previous
explosion of mass-production in the early 1900s, which also brought about the
standardization of clothing sizes (Oliver, 2006). All of this was targeted to the middle
class, and especially middle-class women (Oliver, 2006).
In regards to the Western middle-class in particular, there is a connection between
fat-panic and work. In many cases, advances in technology have lessened the physical
burden associated with manual labour (Oliver, 2006). Debates have emerged over the
years as to whether there is adequate evidence to show that increases in weight over time
can be more so attributed sedentary lifestyles than solely the consumption of foods with
lower nutritional value (Oliver, 2006). Industrial capitalism was critiqued for the physical
toll it took on labourers (including child rearing and homemaking responsibilities placed
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on women in the home), as “it sapped all the physical energy from workers and inhibited
them from realizing their true potential” (Oliver, 2006, p. 157).
Then, there is the profit and industry associated with weight loss. Physical exercise
has been marketed as a necessary and productive part of one’s routine. Oliver describes
workout regiments that are advertised as speedy and efficient, some even able to be
completed in just eight minutes a day (Oliver, 2006). Physical activity is seen as an
answer to the problem of ‘obesity’, and there is undoubtedly a commercial element to
this. As previously discussed, the fashion industry is also part of this ecosystem. For
example, sports brands like Nike, alongside fitness centres and gym memberships, have
found ways to capitalize on the fat-panic that grips the Western world. The average
working person has a limited amount of time in their day not dedicated to work, for
which they might need to engage in sedentary activities, such as driving to work rather
than walking, or sitting at a desk for most of the day. For many, there is no realistic
alternative, and the cultural fear around fatness is harnessed by these industries in order
to place the responsibility of thinness (which has become interchangeable with good
health) onto the individual, rather than examining the constrained position in which many
find themselves. Per Oliver, “the problem of inactivity is a problem of what it actually
means to live well” (2006, p. 157).
TikTok and Digital Spaces
TikTok is a social media app that emerged in China in its current form in 2018 (Tidy
& Smith Galer, 2020). The app differs from platforms like Instagram and Twitter in that
its primary features are based on video and audio functions as opposed to photo or
text-based functions. TikTok even has an expansive database of music, film and
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television clips, and also allows for users to create their own sounds. Originally called
Musical.ly, TikTok was purchased by large Chinese tech corporation ByteDance —
which had previously introduced an app similar to Musical.ly under the name Douyin
(Tidy & Smith Galer, 2020). After Musical.ly's purchase, ByteDance essentially merged
the platform with Douyin to create TikTok (Tidy & Smith Galer, 2020).
On TikTok, communities of fatness are speaking back against discrimination that
takes place online — with an emphasis placed on hateful comments, ‘bodychecking’, and
other trends that stem from fat-panic (Moniuszko, 2021). An important point to note in
regards to my research (and indeed fat studies more broadly), is that many of the creators
selected for analysis may not identify as “activists” (Stewart & Breeden, 2021), and there
is a clear emphasis on sharing personal stories and experiences within a fatphobic culture.
These personal stories exist alongside broader discussions of the impact of fatphobia on a
community level. The significance of personal story telling will be discussed further in
my Methods and Analysis sections.
The notion of ‘visual activism’ is not relegated to the realm of digital media,
although it is an environment that certainly facilitates such attempts. Blogs, including
Tumblr accounts dedicated to visibly displaying fatness, predate fat visibility on TikTok,
and have been referred to as the “fatosphere” (Kargbo, 2013, p. 162). If positive
representations of fat people are necessary to move towards achieving liberation, then fat
people and activists sharing their bodies performing everyday activities (especially those
that directly challenge notions which equate fatness to poor health, like engaging in
physical activity), should certainly be considered a form of visual discourse (Gurrieri,
2013). To put it another way, “the dehierarchizing of mind and body can only be
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accomplished through the encounter of both text and image — one must be able to
visualize the new self spoken/written into existence” (Kargbo, 2013, p. 163).
There are many examples of relevant scholarly work in digital spaces. Predating
commodity activism online, blogs were one site of community building around fatness.
These spaces foregrounded discourse among fat people about fat issues, personal
experiences, and so on (Davenport, Solomons, Pchalska, & McDowell, 2018). This
mimics some of the activity I have observed through my research of TikTok hashtags like
#fatliberation, and the content included therein. While commodity activism was not a
significant factor in discourse-based, early internet environments (like blogs), the fact
that current TikTokers are attempting to hold these complex and nuanced discourses in an
environment that is, in fact, rampant with commodification of activist language and
motivations, demonstrates the opposing forces at play in these communities. Where early
examples of commodity activism and commodity feminism (like Dove’s Real Beauty
campaign) projected to the masses a commodified version of discourse, consumerism in
these environments on TikTok entails entering into a space and commodifying the
language already in place.
Aside from open discourses on TikTok regarding fatphobia, fat-panic, and fat-hatred,
one could argue that visibility is a method of discourse, even within the context of
commodity activism and the commodification of previously political discourses. It is
complicated to say that individual visibility within the context of neoliberal individuality
(whilst also taking part in the commodification of activist struggle caused by the material
conditions of capitalism) is a valid form of political action. This also goes beyond notions
of representation in traditional television and film, for instance, because there is a
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contractual agreement in place to essentially sell one’s audience and their consumer
labour back to the oppressive force in question. Per Authentic, these contracts also rely on
the ability to commodify oneself by essentially cashing in on seemingly authentic
relationships built between creator and audience (Banet-Weiser, 2012).
One measure to challenge commodity feminism is increased visibility of fat women
within visual media. On TikTok, for instance, many fat creators ensure that fatness is a
central component of their content. They are not incidentally fat, but rather foreground
this aspect of their lives and content (Webb, Thomas, Rogers, Clark, Hartsell, & Putz,
2019). This is a form of activism in itself employed to combat the dominant discourses
which regulate women’s body shapes and sizes. There are different implications for this
visibility based on other factors, like whether a creator is a person of colour, or is visibly
disabled. All of these factors make navigating fatness a much more challenging
experience. As will be demonstrated in my analysis, the representative figures of fat
online spaces and body positivity tend to be white, middle-class, not visibly disabled, and
typically of a level of fatness that is deemed acceptable. That is, while all fat bodies
experience marginalization, proximity to thinness as well as whiteness, alongside access
to some amount of wealth are all positionalities that are considerably more digestible to
mainstream (especially non-fat) audiences.
Visibility and normalization of fat bodies participating in common activities for
which they have often been excluded, like fitness, can be an effective method of
combating anti-fat cultural narratives (Webb et. al, 2019). This is also beneficial to
brands, as they have allowed themselves to acknowledge that fat people are, in fact, their
customers. Even still, it is done with palatability to the mainstream in mind. For example,
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Weight Watchers is now simply called WW, and foregrounds health and wellness instead
of overtly shame-based diet and food restriction tactics (Glicklich & Cohen Shabot,
2022). As another example, fat Black content creators often do not receive the same
representation as fat white women in online spaces. Even as marketplaces are ‘opening
up’ to include fatness as a commodifiable identity, Black women are left behind. They are
subject to censorship on these platforms, as their bodies are often deemed inappropriate
for just existing (Williams, 2021). For example, some fat Black content creators on
Instagram have tried to bring awareness to the fact that their posts are routinely removed
from the platform for supposedly failing to meet content guidelines — specifically the
guidance that content must be appropriate despite the fact that they are posting
appropriate, non-sexual pictures, such as those in which the creator is simply wearing a
crop top (Williams, p. 1368, 2021). This is not a new phenomenon, and Williams points
to the history of film to provide further context: "some of the most high-profile
Hollywood images of larger Black women in mass media were those of Black men
wearing fat suits and portraying fat Black women”, such as Tyler Perry’s role of Madea
(Williams, p. 1361, 2021).
It should also be noted at this point that men tend not to be foregrounded in fat online
spaces, as masculinity is often associated with athleticism and strength — two things that
we have culturally decided are incompatible with fatness (Plotz, 2013). Men’s fatness,
then, when not played for a joke is often more palatable than women’s fatness, as it is still
associated with the post-Fordist familial patriarch (Plotz, 2013).
Further to this point, scholars in fat studies regard this area of research as heavily
raced and gendered. For instance, motherhood is fraught with cultural landmines for fat
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women, as fat mothers are labeled a health risk to their children, in addition to presenting
an expensive and existential problem for both the state and healthcare providers
(McPhail, Bombak, Ward, & Allison, 2016). Further examples demonstrate that
everything from academic settings (Hunt & Rhodes, 2018) to workplaces (Meadows,
Danielsdottir, Goldberg, & Mercedes, 2021), to legal proceedings (von Liebenstein,
2021) to retail environments (Gailey, 2014), and medical settings (Chrisler & Barney,
2017; Warin, 2015) disproportionately negatively impact fat women. This context is
important to my work, as my research shows that the vast majority of people posting in
hashtags like #fatliberation and #fatfashion are women.

III. Methodology
My chosen methodology is a combination of qualitative and quantitative content
analysis, and works well within my conceptual framework for both epistemological and
practical reasons. This approach is based on qualitative content analysis as described by
Bryman and Teevan (2009), outlined below. It should be noted here that while my
methods are based on qualitative content analysis, there are also strong quantitative
elements to my work. In order to best understand the collective data, I organized data
(such as identified themes, video views, and relative popularity) into spreadsheets
wherein they were further categorized. These calculations provided clarity in terms of
what the data represented and what the differences were between the selected TikTok
videos (such as positive reception and negative feedback) while also utilizing traditional
qualitative analysis approaches.
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It should also be acknowledged at this time that the following analysis is based on a
very limited data set. As will be described below, ten TikTok videos were selected for
analysis, as well as a limited amount of the comments on each video (alongside other
measures, like captions and hashtags). While this work is significant due to the fact that
this is an under-researched area, the narrow scope of this paper should be noted here. The
dataset was limited to just ten videos in order to remain consistent with the scope of work
appropriate to a major research project.
Epistemologically, content analysis will allow me to incorporate a strong depth of
analysis, based on the theoretical basis for my work which I have outlined above. There
are broad cultural connections to fatphobia, anti-fat bias, and digital spaces like TikTok.
The historical context provided in the literature review of this paper is key to
understanding the content of the TikTok videos that have been selected for analysis. That
is, if a creator is discussing anti-fat bias in the fashion industry and women’s clothing
specifically, the historical understanding of the origins of this bias in North America is
key to appreciating that these are not isolated incidents, but rather representative of much
deeper issues.
Practically, both the qualitative and quantitative elements of content analysis allow
me to analyze my collected data archive in a controlled and organized manner so that the
analysis will be based on themes and patterns already documented, and comprise the
prominent discourses that my research question seeks to examine.
Per Bryman and Teevan’s chapter on content analysis, several questions must first
be asked about the site of research (2009). While these questions are presented within the
more traditional text example of newspapers, they are still of importance in orienting and

33
guiding my research. Those questions are surrounding who is making the content in
question, as well as who is engaging with it, what the content is about, where the content
is located, and why this content is important (Bryman & Teevan, 2009).
The work of Bell, Fitzgerald, and York is a quintessential implementation of content
analysis. While not conducted on a digital media platform like TikTok, it demonstrates
what themes might be helpful to identify in the relevant texts during the coding process.
For example, the coding scheme for their research on fossil fuel industry materials was
devised to examine three main criteria: the roles that the people identified in the texts
played, the actions that they then took, and which messages they promoted (Bell et. al,
2019). Accounting for the fact that our research topics are quite different in both content
and site, these parameters have been a helpful starting point in the coding process
outlined below. These parameters are also reminiscent of Bryman and Teevan’s
aforementioned questions around who, what, where, when, and why.
The following is a step-by-step explanation of my research project and
methodological parameters.
First, I created a ‘burner’ TikTok account using a different email address and
username than my own personal TikTok account. This was done to account for any
differences there might have been in the videos that appeared in my search results. As so
little is publicly known about the TikTok algorithm, I could not say with certainty that
searching for the videos on my own personal account would not alter the results. Since I
had not scrolled TikTok on this ‘burner’ account previously, followed no creators, and
liked no videos, it can be reasonably stated that my personal account likely had minimal
impact on the search results. Of course, demographic information such as age and
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location may have impacted the results, as well as using the same wireless internet
network that I regularly connect to when using my personal account.
It should also be noted at this point that this research did not utilize TikTok’s central
feature: the For You Page (FYP). The FYP is essentially what makes TikTok. When a
user opens TikTok, they are immediately on their FYP — an endless feed of full-screen
videos that the TikTok algorithm thinks the user will enjoy. Note that the algorithm will
be discussed in some more depth later. While TikTok has functionalities outside of the
FYP (for example, a tab dedicated only to accounts that a user follows), the FYP is
certainly the central feature of the app. For this research, however, it was not necessary to
utilize the FYP. Instead, TikTok’s search function, described below, was useful in setting
parameters for both upload date and content in order to find relevant videos.
Using this burner account, I first searched for ‘fatliberation fashion’ in the TikTok
search bar. At that point, there are several ways to specify the type of content that
appears. Simply searching the ‘hashtag’ section in the TikTok search results does not
allow you to apply additional filters which are integral to ensuring the data set follows
my pre-determined parameters. For instance, searching ‘fat liberation’ and selecting ‘top’
allows me to then filter the results by date range, relevance, and likes. I limited my search
to videos that had been posted in the past three months. This means that all videos
selected for analysis were uploaded between April and June of 2022. Other search
options include filtering to show videos posted ‘all time’, as well ‘yesterday’, ‘this week’,
‘one month’, and ‘last 6 months’.
Although TikTok does not show you how many videos would appear in any of these
ranges, the ‘three months’ option both provides enough videos that allow for a broad
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selection of content, while also containing videos to a relatively recent timeframe.
Additionally, TikTok allows users to further refine the results either by ‘relevance’ or
‘most liked’. I selected the ‘relevance’ option, as preliminary research suggested that
filtering by ‘most liked’ presented videos that were, in fact, less relevant than those that
appeared when applying the ‘relevance’ filter. These sorting filters assisted in organizing
this data, making it manageable and appropriate for a major research paper.
From there I selected the first ten videos for analysis, to which there are several
caveats. First, when the same creator appeared multiple times within the first ten videos, I
only collected their first video for analysis. Additionally, while all videos that appeared
were ‘public’ (meaning that users who did not follow the creator’s account were still able
to view the TikTok), some creators had disabled the ‘save’ option on the video. There is
no way to confirm why a creator might opt to do this, but one possible explanation is that
if the video is downloaded it could then be uploaded elsewhere without their knowledge
or consent. For that reason, I decided not to include TikToks that could not be saved
within the app, even while they are still publicly available videos. I felt this was an issue
of consent, and to disable this feature signals the creator’s discomfort with any
interactions on the video outside of those available within the TikTok app (e.g. liking and
commenting). There are several creators who had to be omitted based on this concern,
and this was the most common reason a creator was omitted.
Additionally, I do not list the usernames of any of the creators in this research, nor
do I include video links or screenshots of the TikToks. This was also due to concerns
around consent. While all videos selected for analysis are publicly available and able to
be downloaded at the time of data collection, the creators have not explicitly consented to
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take part in this research. Creators might also decide to delete their TikTok videos (or
their entire account) in the future, or may elect to at some point disable the ability to save
the TikTok selected for this research. As this research is not a living document that can be
updated if these changes occur, I opted not to include in this paper the videos that were
selected for analysis in addition to identifiable information about the creators.
One other precaution I took was in regards to the age and location of the creators. I
wanted to ensure all creators were over the age of eighteen and resided in the United
States. The reason for the age restriction should be clear: it is ethically questionable to
save and analyze videos of minors without their knowledge or consent, or the consent of
a guardian. To ensure that creators were of age, I looked in three places: their TikTok bio
section (which appears on their TikTok page), at their other TikTok videos, and on their
Instagram account (only when it was linked within their TikTok bio). Some creators had
their age listed in their TikTok or Instagram bios, while others made direct references to
their age, or made clear that they were over the age of eighteen in some other way. For
example, this might have been deduced through references to their time in college, which
is reasonable to assume would indicate the creator is over the age of eighteen. One
creator also linked in their TikTok bio a personal OnlyFans account that they described as
featuring adult content, which would require them to be over the age of eighteen. It
should be noted that no creators had to be omitted due to age concerns.
In regards to location, I wanted to ensure that all creators were located in the
United States. I did this by once again looking at TikTok bios, other TikTok videos, or
Instagram bios when linked through their TikTok. While exact locations were difficult to
pinpoint, some creators had their cities or states listed in either their Instagram or TikTok
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bios. In some cases, I opted for context to confirm a creator was based in the U.S. For
example, users that posted multiple videos showing a Target shopping ‘haul’ were
assumed to be U.S.-based, as Target currently only has store locations in America.
Additionally some creators posted multiple photos across long periods of time on their
linked Instagram accounts, all of which featured a geotag location in the same U.S. state.
Lastly, all creators have an accent that can be reasonably categorized as “American”. A
creator with a British accent, for example, would not be included unless their location
specifically stated they were located in America, or they had similar location tags or
clothing hauls from an exclusively U.S.-based store. Only one creator was omitted due to
location concerns.
Once the videos were selected, they were screenshotted so that the caption and
hashtags would be visible, as these features do not appear when a TikTok is downloaded.
Then, the TikTok was downloaded. Finally, I screen-recorded the comments section so
that the top comments could be analyzed for analysis. Then, it was necessary to go to the
creator’s TikTok page and scroll to the video that had been chosen for analysis under the
search terms so that I could see the number of views the video had and the date it was
posted, as well as how many times it had been shared or downloaded. Only in some cases
were the date and the number of video shares or downloads visible when the video
appeared under the search terms. In all cases, the number of video shares or downloads
were visible when I navigated to the video on the creator’s TikTok page. One final note is
that the ‘saves’ on each TikTok were also recorded. This is a relatively new TikTok
feature, and is a way for users to essentially bookmark a video within the app, instead of
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only being able to ‘like’ it for future reference, or downloaded the video outside of the
app.
After selecting the videos, I conducted preliminary research to determine which
categories might be applicable for this research project (figure 1). After doing so, six
central themes began to emerge that I then used for coding purposes. Note that these are
only the categories as they relate to the content of the TikToks themselves, and not the
comments section. Additionally, the caption and hashtags were documented but not
categorized, as it was unnecessary for this research project. Note that the captions and
hashtags were still relied upon in my analysis. Any text that appeared on the screen
during the TikTok (ie. text that the creator can add to the video after recording) were
considered part of the content of the TikTok (as opposed to a caption) and went towards
supporting the categorization of each video.

Fig. 1

The comments sections of each TikTok were also then collected for analysis via
theming. I decided to only analyze the top 25 comments on each TikTok. This was done
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in order to ensure the collection of data was appropriate for a research project of this
scope. I initially planned to collect a percentage of top comments, to account for
fluctuations in video popularity (and therefore number of comments). This would
hypothetically allow for a more even analysis of all ten videos. Unfortunately, because
some of the selected TikToks were quite popular, I would be left with an unrealistically
large data set. For example, one of the chosen videos has nearly sixty-four thousand
comments. That would mean that even if I only analyzed the top 5% of comments, I
would need to collect and analyze nearly thirty-two hundred comments. Several other
videos also had tens of thousands of comments, which would simply not be feasible for
this research project. After analyzing the comments section of each video, seven themes
began to emerge (figure 2), most of which align in some way with the themes chosen for
analysis of the video content.

Fig. 2

All of this information was then recorded into a spreadsheet (figure 3), along with
the username of each creator. The version of the table as it appears in this paper omits
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identifying information such as usernames, video dates, and my notes about whether the
creator is over eighteen, whether they are located in the U.S., as well as notes about how I
was able to confirm this information. It should be understood that all videos selected for
analysis were posted by U.S.-based creators using public TikTok accounts, who were
over the age of eighteen, and had not disabled the download or share feature at the time
of data collection. As well, all videos were collected on the same date, within a period of
approximately one hour. This was done to account for any variations in content changes
or availability of videos.

Fig. 3 (Appendix A)

Next, the content of the TikToks were organized into a spreadsheet (figure 4).
This spreadsheet includes the thematic categories relevant to each video, how many times
each comment category was referenced (categories were filled black if not referenced at
all), the hashtags included in the caption of each video, and whether or not the video was
set to any music or TikTok sounds, and if so which ones and how popular those sounds
are on the app at the time of data collection.
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Fig. 4 (Appendix B)

Once this information was organized, I conducted an analysis on each video.
In the following analysis, I will begin the discussion of each video by noting the
popularity of the TikTok (which is supported by the percentage of likes relative to views
on that video). I will then explain the captions and hashtags used on the video, as well as
the context of the TikTok. Where applicable, I will quote several notable lines from the
creator that encapsulate the point of the video. I will then analyze this context, and move
to describe and analyze the top twenty-five comments selected for analysis. I will then
give an overview of the key points of my analysis, wherein several themes (over and
above how they have been categorized in figure 4) will be identified.

IV.

Findings & Analysis

Overview
The two most common themes across the ten TikTok videos chosen for analysis are
Clothing Haul/OOTD (T3) and Discussing Fatphobia (T4). Each of these categories had
four mentions. Clothing Haul/OOTD videos were the sole focus of the TikTok videos
75% of the time, meaning that no other category was applied to those videos. The
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remaining 25% of the time, Clothing haul/OOTD videos were mentioned alongside the
T2 category, Celebrating or Featuring Brands. The Discussing Fatphobia TikToks were
the sole focus of videos twice, and an additional category, T1: Critiquing Brands, was
applied the remaining two times.
The next most common video theme was Critiquing Brands (T1), which was the
sole focus of one TikTok, and was discussed alongside T4, Discussing Fatphobia, once.
Each of the remaining three categories were focused on in one TikTok each. Of
these, two of the categories were the sole focus of the TikToks. These categories were
Critiquing the TikTok Algorithm (T5), and Trend Video: Dancing, Meme (T6). The last
category Celebrating or Featuring Specific Brands (T2) was never the sole focus of a
TikTok, and was only ever discussed alongside the T3 category, Clothing Haul/OOTD.
Video one
The first TikTok is the fourth most viewed video, and has the fourth highest
percentage of likes to views, at 19.1%. This implies that the general opinion of the
TikTok is positive.
The video is just over a minute long and shows a feminine-presenting person doing
their make-up, and sharing a story of a past experience. They describe a time in college
when they were lamenting to a thin friend about how they are often treated based on their
weight. They said “I wondered what my life would be like if I was thin”, to which their
friend replied “honestly, you’d probably be in Europe with a bunch of guys and you’d be
getting everything for free”, suggesting that fatness precludes someone from living a
lavish lifestyle. This also suggests that, more broadly, fatness cannot be associated with
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the sort of wealth typically necessary for the type of luxury that the creator’s friend
identifies with European travel.
The TikToker goes on to say that they were very hurt by this comment, and thought
that their friend did not “think that I’m pretty and worthy of that right now”. They then go
on to say that it was the first time that someone, even inadvertently “admitted to me that
she knew the privilege of being thin… like she knew if I lost weight, that’s an experience
I could have”. Overall, the TikTok is framed in a positive manner, with the person
concluding that “it hurt at the time, and it’s really kind of propelled me to do whatever the
fuck I want”, and said they have begun the process of moving to Europe. Despite the
relative popularity of the video, it does not feature any TikTok sounds or music, and it is
not a reply to another TikTok (via the stitch or duet features, for example). This TikTok is
categorized as being solely part of the T4 category, Discussing Fatphobia.
Even across TikToks that would not fall under the T4 category, many of the
videos selected for analysis seem to encapsulate some element of self-reflection,
story-telling, or sharing concerns about fatphobia in general. Even if this is not always the
sole focus of a video, as in video five, which is categorized solely as T3, Clothing
Haul/OOTD, there is a comparative element. For example, even a TikTok that simply
shows a specific outfit on a fat person is important precisely because access to clothing
that is some combination of size-inclusive, trendy, and affordable is a rarity for fat
people, especially fat women. This is hard to pinpoint as it may not be something that is
explicitly discussed, but this element will be unpacked further later in this analysis. For
now, it is sufficient to note that it appears that a reason that a self-reflective video, like
video one, might have a relatively positive reception is because the video mostly focuses
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on this person’s personal experiences, as opposed to engaging in broad discourse about
fatphobia from a 'thin versus fat’ approach. This is not to suggest that this sort of focus
would be unwarranted or counterproductive, but that this type of framing is likely to
receive more backlash than the story-telling of a personal experience.
The comments section of this TikTok is heavily skewed towards the CM5
category, Discussing Fatphobia. Most of the comments in this category involve sharing
their own moments of realization about how fatness is perceived, or discussing other
experiences of fatphobia or struggles around their own body image. This accounts for
72% of the comments selected for analysis on this TikTok. The next highest percentage
of comments, 20%, are categorized under CM1, Complimentary or General Agreement.
The final two categories, CM2, Disagreement in Good Faith, and CM0, Other, each have
one comment and account for .4% each of the comments in total.
The comments in the CM5 category are all neutral or positive, and in general
agreement with the creator. Most of these comments feature other users sharing their own
or similar experiences of fatphobia, or thoughts on their body image. For example, the
most liked comment on the video has 1,058 likes and states “I’m fully convinced I would
be THRIVING in my career [with] a great husband & kids by now if I was thin”, relating
to the original video’s narrative about how the fat experience is different, and functionally
worse, than the thin or straight-size experience.
This video also does not contain a large number of hashtags relative to the other
TikToks selected for analysis. Most of the hashtags refer to plus-size or fat fashion, in
addition to hashtags about fat liberation and body positivity. Lastly, the caption of the
video reads: “reflections on a Saturday”. This is a straightforward and self-explanatory
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caption, and does not provide much additional context or material to which commenters
might reply.
Video Two
The second TikTok is the most widely viewed video of those selected for analysis,
with 2.5 million views and 63.8 thousand likes. It is the video with the third highest
percentage of likes to views, at 25.5%. Much like the first video, this might imply that the
TikTok was generally well-received by those to whom the TikTok algorithm presented
the video. On the contrary, the comments imply otherwise. This will be discussed shortly.
Video two is fairly short and is set to a portion of the song “Big Girl” by the artist
Mika. This sound is fairly popular on TikTok, with about fifty-two thousand videos
posted using this sound. The portion of the song that appears in the video is “You take
your girl and multiply her by four/Now a whole lotta woman needs a whole lot more/Get
yourself to the Butterfly Lounge/Find yourself a big lady/Big boy come on ‘round”. It
features a feminine-presenting person in a crop and shorts, in what appears to be either a
home or perhaps a hotel room, dancing to the song. The person in the video does not talk,
and their caption provides little in terms of additional context: “is it cringe, yes… was it a
draft yes…”. This seems to imply that the TikToker is stating that dancing videos are
“cringe”, suggesting that vulnerability or intensely genuine behaviour is embarrassing or
worthy of critique. This is perhaps an attempt by the creator to acknowledge this fact
before it is noted by a commenter, as a matter of being self-aware while still enjoying the
video enough to post. The comment about the TikTok being a draft implies that the video
was previously created by the TikToker, and they decided not to post it until a later time.
This, like the ‘cringe’ portion of the caption, also implies that the video is not meant to be
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taken seriously. Additionally, the hashtags are mostly related to fashion, clothing, and fat
liberation, alongside the inclusion of the hashtag #nobodyshaming. All that is to say, the
video should be fairly inoffensive in terms of caption and hashtags, song, and content.
The creator is not saying anything explicitly political or divisive. The reason, then, that so
many of the top comments are negative is because the TikTok creator is very fat. On the
fat spectrum, they might fall under ‘large fat’ or above (Zoller, 2021).
As mentioned, the comments are quite negative. Of the top 25 comments gathered
for analysis, 68% are negative, falling under the CM3 category,
Unsupportive/Aggressive/Bullying/Name Calling. These include comments about the
creator’s health, comments about the song lyrics, and other general sentiments of disgust.
Some examples include “hope she gets on a healthy journey”, which is the most liked
comment at 3,799 likes. Some other negative comments include “Just no. Ah ah”, “Pretty
face, that’s it. Won’t sugar coat that one”, “multiply it by 10”, and “better divide it by 4”.
The latter two comments are in reference to the “multiply her by four” lyric in the song.
The next biggest category is CM1, Complimentary or General Agreement, making up
28% of the top comments. Some of these positive comments are in response to the
negative comments. For example, “These comments are ridiculous. She did not ask for
your commentary. Your comments do nothing but harm. I loved the video!!”, and “SELF
LOVE IS EVERYTHING!! U rock!!!”. Most of these comments are not replied to or
liked by the creator. The remaining comments selected for analysis fall under CM5,
Discussing Fatphobia.
This all implies that the creator’s body and the visibility of it are the offensive
element of the video. There are many negative comments that disguise their fatphobia as
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genuine concern for the physical health of the creator. This is evidenced by the
aforementioned most liked comment, as well as another top comment which states that “I
weighed 300 pounds 34 years ago now I don’t say I hate amusement parks or water parks.
You’re [sic] happy on this video but I think it’s tough daily for you”. This comment is
also one that some people might view as genuine concern, when in reality it is an
example of fatness framed as an individual responsibility. It implies that this weight can
and should be lost, and that happiness is not genuine unless experienced by a thin or
straight-size person, or even potentially by another fat person so long as they are not quite
so fat.
Video Three
The third video selected for analysis has the fifth highest number of views, with
60.6 thousand views, and 9.4 thousand likes, which also makes it the video with the fifth
highest percentage of likes to views, at 15.5%. This means this TikTok is one of two that
can be used to calculate the median of all ten videos when accounting for views and their
percentage relative to likes. The video utilizes no TikTok sounds or music. In lieu of a
caption, the creator used a large number of hashtags, including those regarding fashion,
clothing, body positivity, and fat liberation.
The TikTok is about two minutes in length, and is a critique of the plus-size
clothing section at this creator’s local Target store (a chain of American department stores
that carry everything from food and electronics, to clothing), as well as the problem
surrounding access to clothing for fat people in general. The video itself is a series of
clips taken inside the Target store, with a voice-over that the creator included after the
fact. The creator notes how disorganized and small the plus-size section was in
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comparison to the expansive and well-maintained straight-size section the same store.
They also state that the straight-size section is oriented towards the front of the store,
while the plus-size section is closer to the back. In regards to a lack of selection of
plus-size clothing, notably in the swim department, the creator remarks that “75% of
women in the U.S. wear a size 14, 16, or higher”. The creator also notes that the “pride”
section of this Target (the video was taken in June, which is pride month in the U.S.) only
features straight-size clothing, and plus-size clothing from the pride collection can only
be purchased online. The creator also notes that “there were baby clothes and pet items in
the pride section. They prioritized dogs ahead of fat people. Regardless of your views on
fat people and weight loss, we deserve to be treated better than animals”.
While the matter of “rainbow-washing”, wherein companies utilize LGBTQIA2S+
imagery to present themselves as socially progressive and supportive of the queer
community while not actually taking substantive action to do so (Li, 2022, p. 463), is not
a concern of this research, it should be noted that Target’s relatively recent inclusion of a
pride collection points to the company wishing to present themselves as ‘progressive’
without making their clothing accessible to many people in that community. This is
similar to commodity activism, in that Target is using queer visibility (or rather, a
corporate-approved version of queer visibility) and a public relations or marketing tactic,
in the same way that companies co-opt language around body positivity or make claims
of 'size inclusivity’ in order to appear as though they are allies to these groups without
actually doing anything substantive to get there.
The majority of the comments on this TikTok fall under CM4, Questions or
Comments About Brands or Clothing, at 68%. Many of them are in agreement with the
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statements made by the creator, and share their own negative experiences in plus-size
sections at Target or other stores. The top comment has 977 likes and states “at my target
the plus size section is next to/mixed in with the maternity clothes so it’s always
maternity, clearance and a few plus items”. Similar comments include “and when the plus
size section is basically hidden in the back”, “I don’t get it. don’t they want to make
money? there are so many women who fit into plus size clothes - why not sell what will
fit people? logic ???”, and “I would put up with stuff being a mess if there was actually
more than 3 racks to choose from. So limited”.
The next most common category for comments was CM5, Discussing Fatphobia,
with 20% of the top 25 comments. These comments were also in agreement with the
creator and include “I’m so sick of this. I don’t even go to stores anymore. There’s no
point. Is this ever gonna change”. Many of these comments included experiences of
fatphobia within stores, or the shopping experience as a fat person generally without
seeming to specifically refer to Target or other clothing stores. For example, one
comment reads “I’ve just learnt to expect and accept the lack of care in plus sections. I
don’t even notice anymore, thanks for sharing!”.
The remaining three categories that appear in the comments section are CM1:
Complimentary or General Agreement, CM2: Disagreement in Good Faith, and CM0:
Other. The comment that falls under Disagreement in Good Faith features a commenter
stating that they work for Target and that “it’s target’s corporate fault, not the team
members. We are being told to pull stock and not clean”, to which the original poster of
the TikTok replied “I am well aware. I never mentioned the employees at all”. This
implies that in some cases where fat people criticize brands or specific shopping
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experiences, presumably straight-size people come to the defence of the company or the
shopping experience in some way. Notably, they do this by providing a reason why the
actions of the company might be unfortunate but necessary in some way.
Video Four
Although this TikTok has the third highest view count at 536.5 thousand, it has
the third lowest ratio of likes to views, at 13.3%. The caption reads “HELP MEEEEE”,
alongside a variety of hashtags, including those regarding plus-size fashion and fat
liberation, as well as those regarding the mid-size label, and some others including
#nodiets, #pcos, #postpartum, and #normalizenormalbodies. The TikTok is not set to any
sounds or music.
The video is an appeal by the creator for like-minded individuals to engage with
the post in the hopes that it will then be shown to by the algorithm to similar users. As the
creator explains: “I have landed on the wrong side of TikTok. I am on the side of TikTok
of people commenting on stuff now saying ‘well why would we normalize obesity?’. I
need to get back with my people, okay? Help me out”. This is obviously a criticism of the
TikTok algorithm. This is then an example of both individual users and communities
attempting to find ways to circumvent the shortcomings of the algorithm. While not much
is public regarding the mechanics or specifics, users of the platform clearly believe that a
central feature of the TikTok algorithm is that the hyper-specificity of the algorithm is
propelled by similar users interacting with certain types of content, including videos, and
specific sounds or music.
The comments of the video are mostly in the category of CM1, Complimentary or
General Agreement. The next biggest category is CM0: Other. Collectively, these
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categories account for 92% of all the top comments selected for analysis. The reason for
this is that the comments are there to engage with the post, so as to encourage the video
being shown to the creator’s “people”. Many of the comments are very general and
positive in nature. Some examples include “come on back baby girl we go you!!”, “hello
from Georgia”, “I’m your people”, and “Girl I got you!”. The other categories that are
present are CM2: Disagreement in Good Faith, and CM6: Discussing Fatphobia on
TikTok or the TikTok Algorithm, with one comment each.
The TikTok algorithm is shrouded in secrecy, as is often the case with proprietary
algorithmic information designed and implemented by tech companies. The unknown
nature of these ‘black box’ algorithms is of benefit to these companies, who seek to have
sole control over the information about users that is fed back to them by their algorithms
(Pasquale, 2015). TikTok is no different. More discussion of the TikTok algorithm and its
impact on fat creators appears later, in the Concluding Analysis section of this paper.
Video Five
Video five is categorized solely as T3: Clothing Haul/OOTD, and has the second
highest percentage of views to likes at 27.2% across 13.1 thousand views. The caption
reads “I was so nervous about the material & pattern! & for WHAT!?”, and has a
relatively small number of hashtags, including some regarding plus-size fashion, fat
positivity, and fat liberation.
The TikTok is about ten seconds in length and is set to a TikTok sound that has been
used in 10.2 thousand videos, and features a person saying “look at this dress, girl!”.
There is a caption on the TikTok itself (ie. text that is added onto the screen as opposed to
a standard caption) that reads “first try on & I audibly screamed”. It is clear that the
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creator recently purchased the dress they are seen wearing in the video. The creator is
visibly happy about the dress, and celebrating the fact that their first try on haul went well
despite their reservations.
The comments are split into two categories: CM1: Complimentary or General
Agreement, at 68%, and CM4: Questions or Comments About Brands, Clothing, at 32%.
Several of the comments are questions about where the creator purchased the dress (e.g.
“Where I need”, and “If you don’t mind me asking your measurements or what size you
order on Shein?”), and those that are generally supportive of the outfit (e.g. “That dress is
PERFECT for you omg ! I’m in love”).
This TikTok and its associated comments demonstrate why access to clothing that is
some combination of trendy, affordable, and size-inclusive is more than just a trivial
issue. While anyone might be nervous about whether an item of clothing will fit properly,
the stakes are especially high for fat people, even those who are at the small or mid-fat
end of the fact spectrum (Zoller, 2021), like the creator in the video. The sense of
camaraderie in the comments section (through both general support and questions about
the dress) also implies that users who commented on the TikTok can relate to the intense
excitement when a piece of clothing works for that person — they have fewer options, so
of course they are more excited by this development. It is no surprise, then, that those in
the comments who can relate to this feeling would also show their excitement for the
creator by voicing their support, even asking questions about the availability of the
garment, its sizing, and so on.
Video Six
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Video six is categorized as both T1: Critiquing Brands, and T4: Discussing
Fatphobia. It has the second highest percentage of likes to views, at 11.8% and 784.8
thousand views. The comments skew fairly positive or neutral, so I believe this may
simply be a case of the video being pushed out to a large number of TikTok users by the
algorithm. In this case, many users either may not feel compelled to interact, or generally
feel that the video was not relevant to their interests. Additionally, it is possible that even
folks who consume a substantial amount of content by fat creators about issues around
fatness are more likely to interact on videos that positively discuss brands. For example,
clothing hauls or OOTD videos. When these TikToks appear to a user while scrolling
through the app, users might be more likely to interact in order to ask about the clothing,
or so the user can ‘like' the video so as to revisit it at a later time. As for the latter, a user
might do so if they want to purchase one of the items shown in the video, or so they can
reference the brands and stylistic choices made by the original poster. This would make
sense as it has already been established that clothing which is some combination of
affordable, trendy, and size inclusive is difficult to find, and fat people need to be more
resourceful in doing so. This is something that TikTok can facilitate.
This TikTok is about 45 seconds in length, and features the creator discussing a
decision made by the clothing brand Old Navy to vastly reduce the number of stores that
carry plus-size clothing. The caption of the video reads “Just Wondering What The True
Number Is… Anyone Else? Sign the Petition”, alongside several hashtags about plus-size
fashion as well as those directly related to this issue, including #BackOnTheRack,
#gapinc, #instore, and #oldnavystyle. The latter hashtag is often used in a positive way,
with creators showing clothing hauls from Old Navy, or examples about how clothes
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from the brand might be styled. The creator also uses the green screen effect on TikTok.
This allows for a screenshot from the Old Navy website about this decision to appear as
the background of the video, with the creator speaking in front of it. They do not use this
effect for the entire TikTok, but it is worth noting that this feature is utilized for a portion
of the video.
The creator states that Old Navy’s claim that plus-size options would only be
reduced in 75 stores in the U.S. is untrue based on other information provided on Old
Navy’s own website. The creator went through the work of creating a spreadsheet and
tracking the availability of plus-size options in each state. In the TikTok, they state that
they have only completed work on six states, but that they already had one hundred stores
that did not carry plus-size clothing in-store. The creator ends the video by stating “it’s
going to take me a while, but should I keep going?”. They then clarify in the comments
that since the posting of the TikTok they had completed work on eighteen states, and
found over three hundred stores that were not listed as carrying plus-sizes. Old Navy has
long had a better-than-most selection of plus-size options, even in-store. Their clothing
also tends to be affordable, widely available, and provides generally up-to-date fashions
that might be of interest to the average consumer.
Many of the comments on the video are in support of the original creator, or share
their own experiences and frustrations with Old Navy or other brands. Of the top
comments selected for analysis, 60% are categorized as CM4: Questions or Comments
About Brands, Clothing. Some examples include: “Wait so they had a whole size
inclusive campaign just to exclude sizes again”, “this is why, creators who tell plus size
people to stop buying fast fashion don’t get our struggle”, and “i [just] think it’s funny

55
because they say it’s because they don’t sell enough [then] on the clearance racks it’s
usually smaller sizes l o l”. The most liked comment falls into the CM1 category,
Complimentary or General Agreement, and reads “YES!! CALL THEM OUT!!”. This
category accounts for 12% of the top comments, right behind CM0: Other, at 20%. The
other category includes hard-to-classify comments, such as: “‘I made an excel
spreadsheet’ and now we are besties. Work in finance?’”. The last category is CM2:
Disagreement in Good Faith, and includes comments like “to be fair it’s a smaller market
than standard sizes and most stores mostly HAVE to put them on clearance and still they
don’t sell”. This reinforces my earlier observation that some of the disagreement on
TikTok about availability of clothing for plus-size people attempts to defend the brand or
explain the issue in a way the commenter assumes fat people have not thought of or do
not understand.
Video Seven
The seventh TikTok selected for analysis is categorized solely as T3: Clothing
Haul/OOTD. This TikTok has 14.8% of likes relative to views, and has 4,898 views total.
It falls sixth among all the videos. When calculated alongside video three, which fell
fifth, the median of percentage of likes to views for all ten videos is 15.15%. The video
also has the lowest number of views to this point.
The TikTok is a thrifted clothing haul and is captioned with “Fat girls you can
find cute things at the thrift store! Just might be there for a few hours”. The hashtags
included are fairly standard, and refer to fat fashion, plus-size fashion, and thrifting. Text
appears on the screen at the beginning of the video reading “Fat Girl Thrift Haul
Portland,Or Size 20/22”. More text appears on the screen throughout the video. In this
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TikTok, the creator shows eleven outfits or clothing items with on-screen text like “Ima
long skirt girl now”, “how cute is this vest?”, “overalls that FIT ME??”, “I LOVE”, and
other general descriptors of the clothing in the video. The TikTok is set to a song that is
currently popular on the app: Doja Cat’s ‘Vegas’. This sound is used for a variety of
TikToks, and is not associated with any one singular trend, dance, etc. That being said, it
is a very popular song with 128 thousand videos made using the sound. It is quite
possible that creators use popular songs in the hopes that the TikTok algorithm will show
the video to a larger number of users.
The selected top comments on the video are all positive in nature. CM4:
Questions or Comments About Brands, Clothing is the most common category at 68%.
Examples of comments include “The creme floral vest”, and “yes maaaam my favorite
finds are maxi skirts!”. This is followed by CM1: Complimentary or General Agreement
at 24%, which includes comments like “Suuuuch good thrifting finds!”, and “Ok we need
to go thrift shopping together because I can never find plus size things at thrift stores”,
which was the most-liked comment. The last category is CM0: Other, at 8%. Some
examples of this include commenters remarking on the original poster’s location. For
example, “Omg you’re here! Lemme know if you need any Portland recs”. Overall the
reception to this video was very positive.
Video Eight
This TikTok is also categorized solely as T3: Clothing Haul/OOTD. It is the video
with the third lowest percentage of likes relative to views, at 13.8% and 5,898 views.
There is also text on the screen that reads “Not really a dancer, I’m slow. But look at this
cute bodysuit”. The caption on the video begins by tagging another fat TikToker, and
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stating that this creator “made me buy it. She could have warned me about the front
wedgie tho!”. This caption is clearly meant to be good natured and demonstrates that this
creator was essentially influenced by another TikToker in regards to plus-size clothing.
The accompanying hashtags mostly refer to fat and plus-size fashion, as well as
#fatacceptance and #obesitypromoter. The TikTok is about twenty seconds in length and
shows the creator moving around and striking different poses, modeling their outfit for
the video. Similar to earlier TikToks selected for analysis, the creator does not talk at all
in this video. Instead it is set to a very popular song on the app, Lizzo’s ‘About Damn
Time’. This sound has over 2.1 million videos, and Lizzo herself is a fat woman who is
unique in her open celebration and love of her body. It seems likely then that one of the
reasons her music may be popular in communities of fatness on TikTok is because of
these underlying themes of self-love accompanied by music that is catchy, up-beat, and
features Lizzo’s strong vocal talent.
The comments on this video are overwhelmingly positive, especially when
compared to video two, which reached a much wider audience and received much more
backlash. Another key difference between these two TikToks is that video two showed a
creator who appears to be of a larger weight than the creator of video eight, and who
showed more of their body in clothing that revealed their stomach and legs. Additionally,
the creator of video two was dancing and moving their body, and appeared visibly happy
and not self-conscious. The creator of video eight appears relatively happy, with a more
or less neutral expression, but with a caption stating that they enjoy the outfit they are
wearing and want to share it with others on TikTok. Of the comments, 84% fall into the
CM1 category, Complimentary or General Agreement. Some examples of these
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comments include “super cute!”, “You look so pretty !”, “GIRL YOU ARE
STUNNING!!!”, and the most-liked comment “This outfit was made for you. so cute!”. It
is worth noting that some of these ‘complimentary’ comments are coming from men who
are attracted to the creator (some of whom appear to be quite a bit older than the creator,
based on their profile pictures or usernames). Some examples of these comments include
“Hello Beautiful. How tall are you?”, “hi honey your very pretty”, and “Mm hm yes
love”. While the content of their comment is technically positive, there is a clear tonal
difference between these comments and the ones mentioned earlier. This is likely because
the earlier comments under CM1 appear to be made by women of a similar age to the
creator. Although this is an assumption that cannot be fully supported by evidence (as it is
outside the scope of this research to investigate the ages and gender identities of
commenters), it is worth noting the line between the way women tend to communicate
with one another versus how men communicate with women in online spaces. It is
certainly possible that the more friendly comments come from women who are also
sexually attracted to the creator of the TikTok. Even still, the tone remained respectful
and kind while commenting on the creator’s appearance. This distinction can also be
categorized as camaraderie versus fetishization.
Video Nine
Video nine is the video with the least engagement. It has 584 views, and the
lowest percentage of likes to views at 5.8%. Additionally, this video only has one
comment. The TikTok is categorized as both T2: Celebrating or Featuring Specific
Brands and T3: Clothing Haul, OOTD. The video is about 50 seconds in length and the
creator is speaking about a top that they purchased from fast-fashion brand Shein. They
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give information about the collection from which the top was purchased. The creator
clearly feels positively about the top and they mention that they “really love it”. While
some TikTok creators will feature multiple outfits from a ‘haul’ in one video (like video
seven, for example), this creator has chosen to only show one item in this video, and ends
the TikTok by saying that they will post a subsequent video the following day “with
another fit” of a different shirt and a pair of shorts, which the creator notes they have
already tried on and about which they felt positively.
The sole comment on this video is categorized as CM1: Complimentary or General
Agreement. It reads: “nice!!”, and was ‘liked’ by the creator of the TikTok. This video
may be an attempt to gain followers by posting content that they believe will be popular
and fairly well received. It might also be this creator wanting to share this experience
with their followers. It is worth noting that with such a small account, the creator may be
more likely to know many of their followers personally. For example, they might be
friends from their personal life — much like one’s Instagram followers might be thought
of as genuine friends or acquaintances. Of course, this cannot be confirmed in either case,
but it is worth noting this fact as this creator also has the smallest number of followers by
far, at 360.
Video Ten
The final TikTok selected for analysis is categorized as T4: Discussing Fatphobia.
While this video does not have a particularly high number of views at 3,597, it has the
highest percentage of likes to views, at 29.6%. The video is set to Kate Bush’s song
“Running Up That Hill’, which is currently a very popular song on TikTok. While the
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version of the sound used by this creator is not accessible to view in Canada, the version
that is available to view in Canada has 391.9 thousand videos created using the sound.
While the video does show the creator modelling their outfit, the caption and text on
screen are not specifically referring to these items of clothing, or any specific brand. The
caption reads: “we’re loving ourselves this summer!!!” alongside a handful of hashtags,
most of which refer to plus-size fashion, fat liberation and fat acceptance, as well as body
positivity. The text on screen reads “this is ur sign to show off [sic] that tummy! who
cares what other people think. ur belly just makes u look extra soft and cute”. The creator
is wearing a long skirt and slightly cropped top, but their skirt is pulled down to sit lower
on their stomach beneath their belly-button. As early 2000s (or ‘Y2K’) fashion is
currently on-trend, it is not uncommon to see low-waisted pants, jeans, and skirts. Part of
the popularity of these fashions is that thinness is a central component of the outfit: it is a
required accessory in order to achieve the desired look. While this trend, as all trends,
favours thin and straight-size individuals, this is an example of fat people claiming
fashions that have been created to exclude them.
The top comments on this TikTok are all positive in nature. When compared once
again to video two, wherein the creator was also revealing their stomach, there are two
key differences. First, the creator of video ten is noticeably smaller. On the fat spectrum,
they would likely fall under small or mid-fat. It is reasonable to say that proximity to
thinness, even when one would still be classified as ‘fat’, affords relative privilege. The
second key difference is the audience that was reached with each TikTok. Video two
reached 2.5 million users, likely creating a large amount of backlash, as the video may
have ended up “on the wrong side” of the app, as did video four. While video two still
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had the third-highest percentage of views to likes at 25.5%, a much higher proportion of
the top comments selected for analysis were explicitly negative.
By contrast, 80% of the comments on video ten are categorized as CM1:
Complimentary or General Agreement. Examples include: “you’re adorable xo”, “so
pretty”, and “so beautiful!!!”. Categories CM4: Questions or Comments About Brands,
Clothing and CM5: Discussing Fatphobia each accounted for 8% of the comments
selected for analysis. Examples include “your outfit looks so good” and “i wish I had
your confidence about my body”. There was one comment categorized as CM0: Other. It
is the most-liked comment on the TikTok and reads “I’VE FOUND MY PEOPLE”.
While being both generally supportive and also making vague references to fatphobia, it
is ambiguous enough to be best classified as Other, as opposed to CM1: Complimentary
or General Agreement.
Thematic Analysis
Several key points were discovered throughout this analysis, and they have been
organized into the following sections: Visibility, Support and Critique of Brands, and
Discussing Fatphobia. Within these sections, overall themes of sizeism and relative
fatness, as well as the prevalence of whiteness in the selected videos are unpacked.
Visibility
In my earlier analysis, I compare the responses to several of the TikToks against
the responses to video two. This is because video two received the most backlash, as per
the number of comments categorized as CM3: Unsupportive/Aggressive/Bullying/Name
Calling, at 68%. In fact, video two is the only of the ten that has any CM3 comments at
all. As noted earlier, this is the only video with no spoken words. It is a very short TikTok
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and contains only one person, and a minimal caption. The point here being that there are
a limited number of things that commenters would be able to take issue with. And yet,
many of the top comments are quite negative, and can be classified as jokes about the
creator’s weight, alongside the suggestion that they are an unhealthy person (which, even
if this were true, is an odd thing to comment about a stranger).
It is clear that the only element of the TikTok that viewers take issue with is the
visibly fat body of the creator. The visibility of their fatness demonstrates that there are
levels of fatness that are relatively acceptable or unacceptable. Why else would the other
nine creators not face nearly the same amount of backlash even when, in some cases,
their full bodies are visible in the video? For example, in all of the clothing haul and
OOTD videos, the full length of the creator’s body is visible on camera in order to show
off the full outfit. And yet, no CM3 comments were recorded on those videos. I believe
there are two reasons for this. First, the creator of video two is visibly more fat than the
creators of the other videos. Additionally, more of their body - their actual skin - is visible
in the TikTok, and their body is moving -- specifically, dancing. The ripples, dimples, and
jiggle of their body is fully visible, and this creator is clearly not ashamed or embarrassed
of that fact. I believe that a compounding factor related to this first reason is this
unabashed joy. The fact that the creator is unapologetic of their body compels
commenters to humble them, to remind them that this is not an earned joy. For the creator
to recognize the harms of diet culture and fat-hatred, and to refuse to let these oppressive
forces prevent them from feeling happiness is unbelievable to these commenters, and
many people in general. Diet culture and fat-hatred most negatively impact fat people,
but in order to be truly effective, it necessitates that everyone participates. That is what
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these commenters are doing: upholding the norms and standards associated with
fat-hatred. Happy, visible fatness is a threat to a fatphobic society.
The second reason that video two received negative comments is simply due to
the fact that it reached so many more people than any of the other nine videos. Video two
had the largest number of views at 2.5 million. It is also worth reiterating here that
despite the high number of negative comments, video two actually has the second highest
percentage of likes relative to views, at 25.5%. Despite this fact, the majority of the top
comments were negative. This could be for two reasons. First, it is possible that there are
a large number of positive comments on the video, but most of them are outside of the
top twenty-five comments. Second, it is also possible that viewers who wanted to support
the video felt more compelled to do so by liking the TikTok rather than leaving a
comment. In either case, the high reach of this video certainly impacted the reception to
it.
These videos demonstrated the ways in which emphasizing access to trendy,
affordable plus-size clothing can both be a real issue for fat people, all the while
favouring small and mid-fat creators. There was also minimal discussion of any other
issues faced by fat people, including ableism, racism, and lack of job security. This may
also be because the majority of these creators would likely be classified as either
small-fat or mid-fat.
Video four further demonstrates this point, as it is an example of what may have
also happened with video two: it made it onto the ‘wrong side’ of TikTok. As discussed
earlier, the creator of video four made that TikTok in order to remedy their situation,
having “landed on the wrong side of TikTok” where commenters were leaving fatphobic
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comments on their videos. This creator attempted to address this issue by asking for their
usual demographic of viewers to engage with their video: “I need to get back with my
people, okay? Help me out.”
Support and Critique of Brands
TikToks five, seven, eight, and nine demonstrate support or excitement towards
specific clothing items, and in some cases, the brands themselves. In the examples where
the TikTok itself does not mention a specific brand, this emphasis is added in the
comments section, where many commenters may be focused on asking where specific
items are from or what size the creator wears with that brand. TikToks three and six
contain explicit critiques of specific brands. In both cases, these critical discussions are
continued in the comments section, and at times brands other than the original brand
being critiqued are discussed for similar shortcomings.
I will begin with the clothing haul videos, as well as those demonstrating support
or excitement for specific brands. These are videos five, seven, eight, and nine. All of
these TikToks are categorized as T3: Clothing Haul/OOTD, and the comments on all four
videos feature category CM1: Complimentary or General Agreement, with three of the
four videos also including the category CM4: Questions or Concerns About Brands,
clothing, and one video also containing a small percentage of comments that are
categorized as CM0: Other. These consistent categories indicate that TikToks which
demonstrate excitement for certain clothing pieces or brands, and which do not engage in
critiques of specific brands or the fashion industry, are perceived generally very well by
commenters who interact with the video. It should be noted that none of these TikToks
received a large number of views (video five was the highest of the four mentioned in this

65
section, with the sixth-highest overall view count), and that all four videos had a fairly
average percentage of likes to views.
While the argument can be made that it is a form of activism to celebrate clothing
that is accessible for fat people, whether through a clothing haul TikTok, or a video
showing off a favourite piece of clothing, it is difficult to make this connection clear. For
instance, unlike videos three and six (which are critiques of the fashion industry), none of
the comments on these four videos are categorized as CM5: Discussing Fatphobia. All
comments on these videos about the clothing item or a clothing brand shown in the
TikToks are seeking information rather than engaging in a dialogue. To demonstrate this
point, I will compare videos three (critique of fashion brands) and seven (a clothing haul).
While video three has significantly more views than video seven, both have a
similar percentage of likes to views, at 15.5% and 14.8% respectively. The comments on
both videos also have some similarities, as 68% of each comment section is categorized
as CM4: Questions or Comments About Brands, Clothing. While the composition of the
remaining 32% of the comments sections are quite different, I will be focusing on this
CM4 category and demonstrating the differences in the types of questions that are asked
about brands or clothing items in each case.
Video three is a critique of the plus-size clothing section at the creator's local Target
store. One comment categorized as CM4 reads “it DOES NOT make sense to me how
they can’t just make the same clothes for everyone BUT ADD MORE SIZES HOW
HARD WOULD IT BE???”. While this is more or less a rhetorical question, it is
categorized as Questions or Comments About Brands, Clothing because the comment
itself is of value. It is pointing out the lack of consideration for fat people, and expressing
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frustration at a lack of clothing options. While the question as it is posed is indirect, it is
also the most-liked comment on this video, suggesting that many people relate to this
sentiment and perhaps really would like to see an answer to the question (or, perhaps
more accurately, a solution to the problem).
Video seven is a haul of clothing that has been thrifted from a second-hand store.
The TikTok is obviously not a critique of a store, and features the creator excitedly trying
on a variety of recently purchased clothing items. Some examples of comments on this
video that are categorized as CM4 include “Overalls!!!!? I can’t wait to find some”, and
“Omg great haul! You look great in the long skirts and the overalls”. These comments
obviously match the tone of the TikTok, and unlike video three, there is less of an
obvious opportunity for commenters to critique a brand in a way related to anything the
creator has said. It is not impossible, though, as one comment categorized as CM0: Other
reads: “I wish I could thrift in our size”, to which the creator responds “It’s possible! Just
gotta know it’s gunna take a minute ahahah”. The creator alludes to the additional work
required by fat people to find clothing they enjoy, while opting to keep the tone positive
rather than engaging in any larger dialogue about the limits of fashion and clothing to be
liberatory for fat people.
To be clear, this is not a critique of this creator or of fat people finding joy in seeing
clothing that they could wear, even hypothetically (for example, enjoying a clothing haul
video which features items that they themselves may not even be interested in
purchasing). Instead, it is an observation that there is a limited capacity to engage in these
conversations in any substantial way when the tone of the video itself is largely positive,
upbeat, or celebratory. To further prove this point, the videos which have comments that
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are categorized as CM5: Discussing Fatphobia or CM6: Discussing Fatphobia on TikTok,
Algorithm are videos one, two, three, four, and ten. With the exception of video two, in
all of these TikToks the creator themselves is speaking specifically about fatphobia. By
contrast, none of the clothing haul TikToks have any comments categorized as CM5 or
CM6. Instead, the vast majority of comments on these videos are positive in nature,
without engaging in any deeper discourse.
Discussing Fatphobia
The remaining three TikToks (one, four, and ten) contain discussions of fatphobia
not directly connected to a specific brand. Each of these videos have the following
respective emphases: discussing personal experiences of fatphobia, discussing fatphobia
on TikTok, and making general references to fatphobia. While all ten videos, of course,
contain discussion or reference to fatphobia, it is the central point of these three TikToks.
As noted above, while each video has a different focus, there are some connective
components. A self-reflective tone and, as is the case for two of the videos: the tendency
for others to discuss their personal experiences of fatphobia in the comments section, are
some of these components.
Crucially, these meditations on fat-hatred do not contain any deeper discussion on
the raced or classed elements of fatphobia. As outlined in the literature review of this
research paper, fat-hatred goes beyond a superficial dislike of someone’s physical body.
Our culture of anti-fatness is rooted in institutions of capitalism and the slave trade
(which themselves are connected). Yet, the issues raised in videos one, four, and ten focus
largely on the individual impacts. This is not to say that anti-fatness is not deeply
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affecting on a personal level, but rather to point out that this emphasis on the individual
seems short-sighted given the larger historical connections.
This seems to be a common theme throughout most of the ten TikToks, with the
exception of videos three and six, which serve as critiques of popular brands and a
commentary on the ability for all plus-size people to find clothing. While these critiques
largely pull from the personal experience of shopping for clothing as a fat person, the
emphasis still rests on how the problem impacts a group of people rather than one
specific person.
Another observation is the fact that nine of the ten creators appear to be white
(with the exception of the creator of video seven). I specify ‘appear to be’, as it is
possible that any of these other creators may actually be white-passing. Given the raced
history (specifically the Black history) of fatness in North America, it should be
surprising that there are not more people of colour speaking on this issue. Of course, the
videos in this research paper are only a very small sample of the many hundreds of
TikToks that appear under these hashtags. The reasons outlined in this research that might
speak to this fact are that whiteness is one way to make fatness more palatable. If we
accept that public perceptions of fatness correspond with a fat person’s proximity to
acceptability, whiteness is one way that acceptability might be achieved. As noted earlier,
the anti-Black roots of fat-hatred are very much connected to the realities of fat people’s
lives today. Per Sweet, our cultural “fear of fatness” is one that “commonly targets
low-income women of colour, and especially black women” (Sweet, 2014, p. 5).
Concluding Analysis
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Lastly, I will now revisit my set of research questions. First, I asked: how are
discourses surrounding fat liberation on TikTok influenced by commodity activism? As
pointed out in the literature review section of this paper, there exists a symbiotic
relationship between consumerism and activism (Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser, 2012), and
one way this symbiosis might be observed is in regards to finding trendy clothing. Access
to clothing can be both an aesthetic pursuit and a basic necessity. This junction allows
consumerism to ‘solve’ a social problem. By this logic, access to clothing, especially
when it is trendy and/or affordable, is not just a way for companies to increase profit, but
provide a social good. While none of the TikToks explicitly praise brands for offering
clothing, there is a distinctly celebratory or supportive reaction to the videos that show
fashionable clothing items from a brand as compared to the videos which engage in
critical discourse about a specific company’s hand in making plus-size clothing less
accessible.
As stated in my earlier analysis, TikToks that openly criticized specific brands
(like videos three and six) faced greater backlash than those that were either more
positive towards brands, or showed a general excitement for the clothing displayed in the
TikToks (as was the case for videos five, seven, eight, and nine). This is a recurring
theme throughout this research project: the question of whether liberation can be
achieved through commercial means. Even when a company offers clothing that is
accessible to fat people, it is done as a means to generate profit from a now more
widely-accepted and commercially-friendly demographic. Fat people have always
existed, and have always been capable of generating profit for companies, had those
brands offered clothing for that demographic. It is only when fatness becomes less
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culturally maligned that companies decide to tap into this profit-generating demographic.
Even still, the reality is that these options are far fewer for fat people. It is then fair to say
that fat people’s identity has been commodified, and this commodification can be to their
benefit in some ways. This research, as limited in its scope as it is, does not necessarily
support that idea. Of the TikToks that portrayed brands positively and those that had
critiques, there was little overlap in content or in comments. Additionally, there were
fewer critical comments on the positive videos than there were positive comments on
more critical videos. As stated in the earlier analysis, this points to a tendency to
positively engage with TikToks that foregrounded the possibility of access to desirable
clothing more so than engage in the larger discourse about lack of accessible clothing in
the first place.
I stated in the literature review of this paper that fat people do not generally place
an emphasis on the individual, as engaging with one’s own fatness necessitates engaging
with the impact of culturally rampant fat-hatred beyond the individual. This is
exemplified by politically motivated fat liberation groups like the Fat Underground, who
emphasize a sense of community and solidarity. Based on the above description of a lack
of engagement with critical content, it seems that these political and community-oriented
aims are not quite so strong in this particular online sphere. As an answer to this first
research question about how commodity activism impacts fat liberation discourses on
TikTok: it would seem that, for the above reasons, it has a significant impact on the
political content of these discourses.
Next, I asked: how does TikTok, its functionalities, and its algorithmic biases
impact/influence these discourses? As stated earlier, there is much that is unknown about
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the ‘black box’ that is the TikTok algorithm (Pasquale, 2015). While it is not possible for
this research to uncover every detail regarding how the TikTok algorithm operates, the
impacts of the algorithm will be examined.
As discussed in relation to video two, TikTok’s ability to place a video in the feed
of someone who may not normally interact at all with content regarding fat liberation can
unfortunately invite a flurry of hateful, discriminatory comments. Due to the high amount
of engagement on this TikTok, it almost seems as though the more reach the video was
given, the more hateful the reaction became. This idea is somewhat supported by video
four, wherein the creator was asking likeminded people to engage with the video so that
this creator would stop appearing in the TikTok feeds of people who harboured negative
attitudes toward fat people and discourses of fatness. While the general reception of video
two skewed fairly positive based on the percentage of likes relative to views, the vast
majority of top comments were negative in some way.
Video two is important less because of explicit fat liberation discourse within the
video itself, as there is very little. That being said, it should be noted that this is also the
case with many of the clothing haul videos. In both cases, the content relevant to fat
liberation is found in the comments and the unspoken content of the video. In video two,
this unspoken content is related to the visibility of fatness. In the case of the clothing haul
videos, the unspoken content is related to the fact that a fat person has been able to find
clothing that they enjoy. So, even while the fat liberation discourses may be unspoken in
some of the TikToks, it is clear that they all have some relation to fat liberation.
Therefore TikTok can impact the discourses on videos concerned with fat
liberation, as it is clear that the algorithm impacted video two. It seems that negative
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comments were compounded by the algorithm possibly pushing the video to an
increasingly large number of viewers, creating more opportunity for negative comments.
These comments engage in fat liberation discourse by exemplifying what fat liberation
movements are speaking back against. These types of pervasive cultural attitudes
grounded in fat-hatred relate to many of the stereotypes and myths discussed in the
literature review of this paper.
There has been much discussion about TikTok’s algorithm and how it manages to
“read your mind”, as stated by one New York Times piece from December 2021 (Smith,
2021). Dissecting an internal TikTok document, the article notes that TikTok is
“astonishingly good at revealing people’s desires even to themselves” (Smith, 2021),
pointing to one user’s experience of redefining their sexuality after being “alerted” by the
content on their FYP "to parts of myself that I hadn’t fully embraced yet… queer
femmes” (MacGowan, 2020). In addition to pushing out content similar to what a user
has already interacted with, TikTok heavily focuses on increasing time spent on the app,
as well as ensuring retention so that users will continually return to the platform, in the
hopes that “daily active users” (along with opportunities for monetization) will increase
(Smith, 2021).
While the public information about TikTok’s algorithm is limited, expert Julian
McAuley states that TikTok smartly combines traditional machine learning with
“fantastic volumes of data, highly engaged users, and a setting where users are amenable
to consuming algorithmically recommended content” (Smith, 2021). While TikTok’s
algorithm has been described closely to the idea of black box, or some kind of
unknowable technology, this leaked internal document “does much to demystify the sort
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of recommendation system that tech companies often present as impossibly hard for
critics and regulators to grasp” (Smith, 2021).
Taina Bucher states that “algorithms are considered knowable known unknowns”,
and that concerns about algorithmic technology centre around the need for accountability
and transparency (2018, p. 43). For many companies, this lack of transparency is actually
necessary. Secrecy allows for this information to “be covered and obscured in order to
protect a commercial formula” (Bucher, 2018, p. 44). An echo of Harvey’s notion of
asymmetrical power as it appears in the literature review of this research paper can also
be found in Taina Bucher’s If…Then: Algorithmic Power and Politics. Bucher states that
this asymmetry “impinges new power relations — not just between corporations knowing
more and more about the people it monitors but also between corporations themselves”
(2018, p. 45). That companies allow themselves so much personal information about the
preferences and daily activities of users, while the users themselves are not granted the
same transparency is an essential (and problematic) part of this dynamic (Bucher, 2018).
My final research question was what patterns emerge among a sample of TikTok
videos which identify themselves as relevant to both fat liberation and fashion? First,
these videos seemed to confirm that clothing haul or OOTD videos are quite popular.
While they may not account for all the highest views in the data set, they were certainly
the most popular type of video that appeared under the search terms for this research.
As stated in the discussion of my first research questions, these videos were positive
in nature, and did not contain any explicit discussion of fat liberation despite using that
hashtag for their content. The videos that did contain more serious discourse often did not
explicitly engage in the discussions around fashion and fatness, despite categorizing their
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content as such. This seems to imply that, save for the creators of videos three and six
(whose TikToks were critiques of brands), most people did not feel compelled to engage
in explicit conversations about fatness as related to the fashion industry or accessible
clothing.
Another pattern that emerged among these videos was the whiteness of the creators.
Of all ten videos, only the creator of video seven was not white (or potentially white
passing). Even when accounting for the fact that during data collection some TikToks
which appeared under the search terms could not be chosen for analysis (for which the
most common reason was, as stated earlier, because the creator had turned off the ability
to download the video), only one other creator was a person of colour. In theory, this
should be surprising given that the history of the fat liberation movement, documented
earlier, is certainly not an overwhelmingly white history.
There are a few potential reasons for this. First is that due to the very limited dataset
of this research, it is merely happenstance that this pool of creators is so white. Another
reason is that because my search terms were so specific, they do not capture the full
scope of people making content about fat liberation more broadly. While I do believe this
aspect of the data is in some way representative of creators discussing the issues, I would
not necessarily assume that these findings can be applied to all TikToks which discuss fat
liberation in some way. That is, I do not think this means that eighty or ninety percent of
creators making content about these issues are white — in part, because there are several
creators that come to mind whom I follow on my personal TikTok account who discuss
these issues. That being said, it is certainly likely that this corner of TikTok is another
form of media with a representation problem.
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V.

Conclusion
My research found that commodity activism infects discourses of fatness on

TikTok. This impact is much more subtle here than it is in the earlier example of Dove’s
Real Beauty campaign. That is, my research did not show one particular brand or
marketing tactic employed by a specific company. Rather, it appears as though the spirit
of commodity activism (insofar as consumerism is positioned as an answer to a cultural
issue) is present even when a TikTok is not sponsored content, or part of a brand
partnership.
A larger-scale research project should examine how the language of consumer
activism is present in content wherein a creator has been paid by a specific company to
promote that brand or a particular product. At the present moment, it seems that this sort
of project would see greater success on Instagram as opposed to TikTok. This would
likely be more manageable than a similar project on TikTok, as there are simply so many
methodological considerations to make for TikTok being a much newer platform than
Instagram, and because there is still much to be learned about how the TikTok algorithm
impacts content.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A
Figure three
This spreadsheet includes general information about each of the TikTok videos
selected for analysis, such as the percentage of likes relative to views, as well as the
number of comments, saves, and shares, alongside the number of followers that each
creator had at the time of data collection. Identifying information, like creator usernames,
have been omitted.

Appendix B
Figure four
This spreadsheet includes the themes assigned to each TikTok (in both video content and
comments section) throughout my analysis. Also included are notes on hashtags and
music or sounds used for each video. Note that the black spaces in this spreadsheet do not
include redacted identifying information, but categories that were not relevant to that
video’s comments.
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